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In the first years of the twentieth century, changes began which
would eventually affect every aspect of American life. One historian 
has described these years as a time when a Third Great Awakening re­
vitalized America.1 Liberal theologians like Washington Gladden and 
Walter Rauschenbusch established strong bonds with their communities * 
Their social Christianity adopted less deterministic views which they 
felt were more consonant with the true spirit of Christianity.2 They 
could not abide a Christianity which appealed to and congratulated only 
wealthy Americans. The publication in 1890 of William James' Principles 
of Psychology initiated a philosophical revolt against Hegelian formalism 
and Spencerian determinism.^ Determinism had prevailed in American phi­
losophy since the time of Jonathan Edwards, The pragmatic philosophers, 
led by James and later John Dewey, developed a relativistic philosophy 
which emphasized the primacy of the intellect as a creative force in life. 
James insisted that humans could discover truth only through experience. 
Intelligence was the sole means with which to build values. James repu­
diated Spencerian determinism, which discounted human will as a force 
Cor improving society. Similarly, Dewey championed intelligence as a 
tool for social reform.
Other Questioners also challenged the formalism which dominated 
American thought.14 Rebellious academics denigrated formalism in their 
disciplines. The implication of such dissent was an undermining of the 
traditions which buttressed the confidence of Americans in their country. 
Charles Beard's economic interpretation of American history and, later, 
the Constitution punctured many illusions about the sacrosanctity of the 
American past. The Norwegian-American Thorstein Veblen's early works, 
unrecognized widely until after 1910, helped to discredit many of the
2arguments used by wealthy Americans to justify their dominance. "His 
study of the nature of capitalistic society convinced him of the inepti­
tude of prevailing economic theories."5 Beard and Veblen leveled harsh 
criticisms at American society and the Social Darwinist myths in which 
Americans believed. Until 1910, few persons would tolerate such heresies, 
Veblen might have preached more profitably to the birds than to his 
empty classrooms at the University of Chicago. Revolt was a lonely and 
frustrating experience for Veblen and others. Eventually their pioneering 
works won recognition, but it came slowly.
Progressivism commanded the enthusiasm of most white, middle-class 
Americans during the years when Teddy Roosevelt was President of America 
and pretended to curtail the power of industrial magnates. This movement 
of political reform spread rapidly through the cities of the Midwest and 
Northeast at the same time that Social Christianity gained momentum. In 
fact, Rauscehnbusch and other theologians tied religion to reform in a 
Social Gospel interpretation of Christianity. The apparent fusion of po­
litical and religious reform gave expression to a growing feeling that 
America could perfect itself through human effort, and realize the King­
dom of God on Earth. The essence of Progressivism is captured in this 
faith in an American future.
It is crucial to understand that Progressive, thinking never ques­
tioned the fundamental beliefs cherished by leading and middle-class 
Americans. No major Progressive leader sought to radically change America. 
They interpreted reform as evidence that America, already considered the 
greatest society on earth, would continue its global leadership in 
morality. "The main guarantee of universal mortality was . . . the
3unfolding American future."^ Roosevelt, LaFollette, and others drew 
continually from what seemed an inexhaustible reserve of American opti­
mism* With such idealism gracing the institutions and homes of Americans, 
it is no wonder that cynical Questioners wrote and published in isolation 
in the first decade of the century. America was preparing for its mil­
lennium of morality. A country engaged in such momentous activities 
hadn't time for cynics. This attitude did not disappear. It would re­
appear again and again in the years to come— and often from the most 
unlikely voices.
For a younger generation of Americans, the Progressive version of 
the eternal verities had scant appeal. Many young men were openly con­
temptuous of the beloved delusions. They attended Midwest and Eastern 
universities during the Roosevelt and Taft presidencies. Most young 
rebels read and were moved profoundly by the great European thinkers—  
Nietzsche, Bergson, Maeterlinck, Marx, Wells, and Shaw. After graduation, 
some of the best young people rushed to European capitals, the tradi­
tional avenue of escape for frustrated American artists and intellectuals. 
But most of the younger generation remained at home, and resisted Ameri­
can society in the cause of a cultural liberation. After 1910, young 
malcontents throughout the country revolted against what they perceived 
to be a barren middle-class culture of morality and uplift.7 Beard and 
Veblen danced on the tongues of young rebels, and William James became 
their hero. By 1913, as Mabel Dodge Luhan recalled in her autobiography, 
people seemed united in the cause of cultural liberation:
Looking back on it now, it seems as though every­
where, in that year of 1913, barriers went down and
4people reached each other who had never been in 
touch before; there were all sorts of new ways to 
communicate as well as new communications.8
If America's culture, art, and literature were vapid, they would revitalize 
it. If business and avarice oppressed the American psyche, they would 
destroy this pecuniary spirit. They would free the soul of America.
As if to confirm their predictions, an extraordinary upwelling 
of artistic and intellectual expression surfaced everywhere during the 
years 1912 to 1917. Poets, authors, painters, playwrights, and actors 
left their hometowns for the excitement and comraderie of Chicago and 
New York.8 In (’ fcago, Harriet Monroe founded the legendary magazine 
Poetry. Three scintillating and very different magazines attracted the 
Young Intellectuals in New York: the Leftist Masses, the New Republic,
and The Seven Arts. Theatre flourished in New York and Chicago, as well 
as other cities. Eugene O'Neill produced his early plays, Nijinsky 
brought the ballet, Le Sacre du Printemps, to America in 1916. Mabel 
Dodge Luhan's famous salon in Greenwich Village, described in dozens of 
autobiographies, became a symbol of revolt and bohemianism. The Village 
attracted nonconformists of every variety, from psychoanalysts to anarch­
ists to Suffragists. Many participants became famous, but most were 
dilettantes. The upshot of Village life was dismissal of the rest of 
America, much the same as those who became expatriats.
One outstanding result of this creative fermentation was the ap­
pearance of a class of intellectuals. Christopher Leach writes that 
in America "modern radicalism or liberalism can best be understood as 
a phase of the social history of the intellectuals."18 He attributes 
the rise of a distinct intellectual class after 1910 to a general decline
5in the American sense of community, a process that resulted in cultural 
fragmentation "that seems to characterize post industrial societies.m11 
According to lasc? , this fragmentation was manifest in the revolt against 
the Genteel Tradition by Young intellectuals.1' They denounced patriarchal 
authority, faith in capitalism, Victorian worship of women, the optimistic 
belief in piogmss; in short, all ho thing.’ which together were thought: 
to confirm the woinl superiority of Amri(can life. In place of moral ab­
solutes and convent* » \ I thinking. \ eng Intellectuals proclaimed their 
defiant faith in (he will and lutolI I vaice of youth, which they saw as 
the only hope for a gloat American future Walter Lippmann’s statement 
ati lies the tonic oho in hi their iconoclastic melody: "No moral judgement
l.slcj can decide (he value of life, . . .  No ethical theory can announce 
any intrinsic good." A truly vital American life would have as its goal 
"a quality of feeling instead ol conformity to rulc."1  ^The spirit of 
William JamOvS, who had died in 1910, v as alive and healthy in precocious 
Young Intellectuals.
It was unprecedented in America to have so many brilliant young 
persons suddenly devote their energies to social criticism. What for 
older rebels like Lincoln Steffens had been a private struggle became a 
bond that effected a temporary unity among the Young Intellectuals. As 
Paul Bourke has written, during the years 1912 to 1917 "a pattern of In­
novation which was well-established found wider expression and was, at 
the same time, extended and altered by a younger generation.,fl ^ The so­
cial critics encompassed a large group, of whom some of the most impor­
tant were Walter Lippmann, Walter Weyl, James Oppenheim, Waldo Frank,
Paul Rosenfeld, Harold Stearns, Randolph Bourne, and Van Wyck Brooks.
To these people, the average university professor was a glorified
6yea-sayer hired by wealthy trustees. In his most advanced stage, an 
Irving Babbitt, for example, he became an incarnation of the entrenched 
cultural consensus. Neither professors nor serious American novelists 
were legitimite critics of society. Both offered only hope and reassurance, 
instead of criticism and leadership. Independence and credibility became 
synonyms for the young social critics.
Freed of constraints, they wrote on any issue which attracted 
their interest, and claimed authority for eclectic criticism not from 
a wall of advanced degrees but from the only qualifications they felt 
were necessary: creative intelligence, an eye for cant, and devotion to
the disinterested goal of a finer American culture. They selected evi­
dence randomly, cited it as evidence that American culture was barren, 
and habitually swooped from specifics up to abstraction and idealism.
Any sampling of their writings reveals a sensitivity and self-consciousness 
about acting as a tribunal for America. They expended much, perhaps too 
much, intellectual energy pondering and justifying their endeavors. But 
all tried hard to subordinate personal doubt and insecurity to their com­
mon goal: the leavening of American culture through criticism of its 
traditions and encouragement to artists to create an art and literature 
which would inspire Americans.
Naturally, there were problems with this rebellious posture. The 
potent mixture of defiance and idealism gave their movement an inertia 
which the social critics found hard and often impossible to check, espe­
cially when Woodrow Wilson beseeched Americans to shine their moral armor 
for the war in Europe. But this was in 1917. In the movement's heyday, 
from 1913 to 1916, we may in retrospect point to a central weakness in 
the social criticism of the Young Intellectuals: they failed to comprehend
7the resiliency of traditional ideas in America. In their war of ideas 
against the cultural consensus, they used idealistic rhetoric as a weapon. 
More than a few became intoxicated by their rhetoric’, which blurred their 
perception of reality. American life changed forever for many of them, 
but their rebellion never reached mcst: Americans. Their work would bear 
fruit within a few years, but in the years leading up to American entry 
into World War T ideas changed slowly Jn America.1 f)
With this backdrop sketched, we turn now to two leading contribu­
tors to the radical social criticism, Van Wyck brooks and Randolph Bourne. 
The author hopes to accomplish three things in this essay: first, to 
evokes the tenor and quality of their writing and thinking; second, to 
assess their successes and failures; and finally, to study their careers 
as a means of understanding the Young Intellectual movement which ended 
by the time President: Wilson sailed for Versailles,
Studies of the movement have often linked Bourne and Brooks as 
Young Intellectuals who said essentially the same things. Commonly, the 
two men are characterized as openers of doors, catalysts, men who mat­
tered because of who they were. Lewis Mumford concluded his 1930 essay 
on Bourne with this interpretation of him, and Henry May later echoed 
this opinion for both men.^ When in 1936 Malcolm Cowley edited a col­
lection of essays on recent American writers, the dedication read, "To 
Van Wyck Brooks— who will not agree with some of our ideas, but who never­
theless helped us to reach them."17 Alfred Kazin believed that Bourne and 
the early Brooks represented the lyrical, inspirational branch of radi­
calism. They were instrumental in promoting the spirit of: the time, 
concluded Kazin, and deserved to be remembered as such. And in his
8mildly sarcastic remembrance of the New York rebellion, Kazin further 
located the place accorded t:o Brooks and Bourne in the legends which grew 
out of the. vast autobiographical literature of those years:
Who does not know the now routine legend in which 
the world of 1917 is Washington Square turned 
Arcadia, in which the barriers are always down, 
the magazines always promising, the workers always 
marching, geniuses sprouting in every Village bed­
room. Isadora Duncan always dancing— that world 
of which John Reed was the Byronic Hero, Mabel 
Dodge the hostess, Randolph Bourne the martyr,
Van Wyck Brooks the oracle?1®
There Is a good deal of truth In these summaries. They are also valu­
able as emblems of how Bourne and Brooks affected their contemporaries.
The facts of their relationship may oe stated briefly. They met 
sometime in 1915 In New York, and corresponded intermittently thereafter. 
Their friendship blossomed when Bourne joined Brooks on the editorial 
staff of The Seven Arts magazine. During the summer of 1917, when Bourne 
wrote the essays which caused the hacker to withdraw her subsidy to the 
magazine, he stayed at Brooks’ house In Connecticut. They were planning 
a collaboration, of which nothing is known, when Bourne died in late De­
cember 1918. A common dream for an American renaissance and a distaste 
for contemporary American civilization united them. It was a strange 
and unlikely friendship, strengthened by mutual admiration. Perhaps the 
spirit of those years brought thew together, for they arrived at the 
movement from very different backgrounds and formative experiences.
Van Wyck Brooks’ early experiences were the formative ones in his 
life. Born in February 1886 "in the unloved state of New Jersey,” he 
spent his first years in a large yellow brick house in the town of
9Plainfield.19 The family was Anglo-Saxon, Republican, without a great 
deal of money, and had been Episcopalian for generations: "To be some­
thing else, from their point cf view, was something quaint or queer."20 
His conventional mother supported the "official views," which Brooks 
suggests she did more in deference to etiquette than from fervency.
Brooks obviously worshipped his mother. He evokes her memory as a per­
sonal symbol of "simpler times." But the personality of the boy's father 
dominated his formative years. The elder Brooks failed in business 
after committing most of his money to an unwise investment in a copper 
mine. Before that, he had spent ten years in Europe representing a firm 
as the junior partner. Brooks depicts him in middle-age, his will broken 
by failure, a semi-invalid whose spirit remained in Europe. Their house 
was filled with relics and souvenirs of the father's years in Europe's 
capitals.
I felt that ray father should never have been 
a business man, . . .  I feared and hated business 
and saw it as the Moloch th t devoured whatever 
was best in the American m:’;V». — which prepared me 
to become a socialist a few years later.21
Brooks' obsession with this father who was "unfit" for business lasted 
for years: "Wherever I went, in whatever I read, I seemed to find my
father."22 This, and an aversion to business, appear in at least a dozen 
passages in the first one hundred pages of Scenes and Portraits. Through­
out Brooks' critical works, a distaste for "the acquisitive life," coupled 
with a belief that it absorbed and ruined the best American minds, com­
prised an Integral thesis.
Brooks spent the year 1898 in Europe with his family. They arrived 
at Antwerp, moved next to Brussels, and then to Dresden where the gospel
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of art: entered his Hie. From Ills first encounter with Northern realism, 
lu* displayed "a fervour that mounted week by week and reached full flood 
fn Dresden long after my father had felt m  to travel without him. For 
It: was in Dresden that my mind first came U* life, at the Zwinger, more­
over, in the gallery that: I learned by heart.”2 3 For an entire year, 
in London, Paris, or an Kalian city, he spent every morning in an art 
gallery. Vasari *8 Lives of the Artists guided litin through Italy. Then 
he discovered Husk In who, it del ighted him to know, had also fallen for 
art at age thirteen. Rusk in drew him to art history, European history, 
and eventually to theology. He "even unknowingly followed him (Ruskin) 
in attempting to make pencil drawings of pictures in museums." And all 
this in oblivion of Husk In's social and economic criticism, which he dis­
covered a few years later. Instead, Ruskin led him deep into the history 
of Cat ho 1. id sin.
Upon returning to America, young Brooks’ heart and mind remained
in Europe, with his father's:
I. vaguely intended myself to enter the Church, and 
I lived in a dream of the Middle Ages and of Italy 
and Catholicism. . . . T even carried in my pocket 
boxes of wax-matches because of their incense-like 
perfume when I blew them out, and I noted the feast 
days of saints and involved myself in my pre-college 
years in long theological discussions with two or 
three friends. 2,f
Strange thoughts for a budding social critic. His devotion to Catholi­
cism was short-lived, but the passion for art always remained. After 
Brooks acquired a social conscience— apparently while living in England 
in 1908— he claimed to eschew the aesthetic ideal. But his writings 
contradict this claim: a preoccupation with aesthetics produced
11
incongruities in all his important early essays. Perhaps Brooks even 
had Vasari in mind when he predicted a radiant American future in 1915.
Brooks had another youthful passion. He collected mentors of 
various shapes, sizes, and nationalities. From adolescence to his early 
twenties, when he met the old Irish painter and sage, John Butler Yeats, 
Brooks seems to have flitted from one sage-figure to another. His men­
tors had in common an aversion to business and materialism and a love 
for art and the contemplative life. For example, Brooks remembers the 
American Arthur Ryder, who he knew well at Harvard, as "a sort of American 
version of the Oriental wiseman."25 The idea of an artist as a sage dis­
pensing wisdom to eager neophytes fascinated Brooks. In the chapter 
"Yeats at Pepitas," (a restaurant in Manhattan where Yeats held court 
regularly), Brooks describes the father of the poet with a lyricism and 
admiration that bespeaks the old man's profound influence on him. He 
claimed to always carry Yeats1 spirit with him.26
This cerebral eighteen-year-old entered Harvard in 1904 with little 
experience of America and an attachment to the Ruskinian tradition which 
measured a society by the artists which it produced. He chose Harvard 
because of its intensely literary, European atmosphere: "for I knew I
was a writer born,— I always seemed to have known this,— and I supposed 
that Harvard was the college for writers."27 He met the poet John Hall 
Wheelcock and various other literary men with whom he soon found his 
natural level. Wheelcock recalls the experience:
He was of medium height and delicately made, with 
a face sensitive and youthful yet with a certain 
austerity and resolution in its expression that at­
tracted me. The eyes, particularly, had a withdrawn 
concentration such as I did not remember having ob­
served in others. . . .  My impression was one of
12
extreme sensitivity, of something fastidious, 
even exquisite, holding severely in check an ex­
traordinary vehemence of thought and feeling . . 
My first impression remained and, to the last, 
Van Wyck Brooks had, for me, this element of 
mystery.28
His best friend, Max Perkins, later the brilliant editor of Thomas Wolfe1s 
novels, introduced him to the various cliques, but he remained aloof, free 
from a label that would have spoiled his individuality: " . . , I always
liked Ruskin*s phrase for writers, that they should be *fit for the best 
society* and, being fit, should then *keep out of it.'"28 The earnestness 
with which Harvard men pursued their "sense of the vocation" both im­
pressed and intimidated him. Everyone at Harvard seemed to regard the 
writing of books as something which everyone did, much the same as culti­
vating a garden or collecting stamps.
He claims to have devoted little time to his studies, preferring 
instead to drink whiskey with Max in Boston taverns where they wore fake 
blond mustaches in order to look of age. For weeks on end during his 
sophomore year, he and Max sat every night in the Italian puppet theatre 
and listened to the marionettes sing Gerusalemme Liberate and Orlando 
Furio8Q. During the afternoons, the Brooks circle drank tea, a good 
custom "then prevalent at Harvard, to enliven conversation and bring 
minds together." 30 Twice in four years he attended Charles Eliot Norton*s 
famed Dante evenings. Norton personified the Harvard Aesthete, the dom­
inant type at Harvard in those, years.
There, in the presence of "Dante Meeting Beatrice," 
the picture that Rossetti had painted for Norton 
. . . (he) read aloud like a learned, elegant and 
venerable priest dispensing sacred mysteries to a 
circle of heretics, perhaps, who were unworthy of 
them. One felt there was something sacramental
13
even in the sherry and the caraway cakes that a 
maidservant placed in our hands as we were about 
to depart.31
Despite the fact that Norton wasn’t the sort of mentor of whom Brooks 
approved, it was Norton’s Harvard which won Brooks’ allegiance. He 
cared for Italian painting, the Medieval Church, and found a certain 
appeal in Norton’s insistence that the world had been steadily going to 
the dogs since Dante’s death. As Henry Adams wrote, Harvard produced a 
graduate who was neither American nor European, which further confirmed 
its attraction for Brooks.32
Wheelcock insisted that Brooks was by far the most erudite member 
of their circle. But Brooks wrote that because of the elective system, 
which allowed students to ignore distasteful subjects, and his own imma­
turity, he often wondered if he learned anything at Harvard that he 
’’couldn’t have learned equally well at home, reading, listening to music 
and looking at pictures.1,33 He disliked Santayana, and remembered him 
as an egomaniac. As for William James, he ’’had countless followers of 
whom I ought to have been one and would have been if I had been maturer.”3*4 
Admiration and love for James came within a few years, though. Sur­
prisingly, of all people Irving Babbitt taught him most, ’’much as he re­
pelled me and little as I liked his curiously inhuman brand of humanism.”35 
Babbitt initiated him into the history and principles of the vocation, 
writing; and Babbitt’s incessant raging against radical threats to civi­
lization and ’’tastes that deserve the cudgel” first exposed Brooks to 
cultural dissent. On the whole, though, none of Brooks* professors af­
fected him deeply: "It seemed to me later that I had never been touched
by anyone*8 intellect until in 1909 I met John Butler Yeats, the old Irish
14
artist in whom I found a master."36 Harvard was significant because 
the prevailing Aesthete’s sensibility reinforced and broadened the in­
tellectual pattern which Brooks followed during his adolescence. At 
this point, he confessed only negativism for the present and future of 
American life and culture.
The story of Randolph Bourne’s childhood has often been related 
with exaggerated pathos. He was born on May 30, 1886, in Bloomfield,
New Jersey, four miles to the northwest of Newark. The Bourne family 
belonged to the old Presbyterian aristocracy in a town which became in 
the 1890’s a commuter suburb for working people and "the smaller bour­
geoisie, the more narrowly religious type, the small clerk or merchant."37 
The mother’s family came to America in 1628. In the nineteenth century, 
they had been lawyers and Union officers in the Civil War; his father’s 
family, ministers. Randolph’s paternal grandfather served, at one time, 
as pastor of the Church of Sleepy Hollow. "During Randolph’s early 
years, the Bourne's appear to have been well-to-do. A sister describes 
the home on Belleville Avenue as one which had its share of better-than- 
average luxury: a tennis court, a small golf course, a tree house."
Children from the neighborhood commonly played around the Bourne's home.
These comforts helped to ease the difficulties of his childhood, 
for Bourne was bom with a slight scoliosis which grew much more pro­
nounced in later life. As an adult, he never exceeded five feet, had 
spindly child's legs, an oversize head with a twisted asymmetrical face, 
and a deformed ear. Theodore Dreiser described him as a "frightening 
dwarf." Bourne's close friend and colleague on The Seven Arts recalled
him in 1924 with obvious fondness:
15
The first time one saw him, one saw, perhaps, 
the crippled frame, the poor twisted ear, and 
shrank involuntarily from them. They were gone 
the second time; gone never again to obtrude. 
Only the long sensitive Gothic face remained; 
the fine musician's hands with their delightful 
language; the joyous, youthful, certain dance of 
the mind.38
Bourne's friends attached a good deal of sentimentality to his ugliness. 
After his death, descriptions like this were common in reminiscences of 
him.
Unquestionably, Bourne's physical handicap affected his life pro­
foundly. It never debilitated him, though, and he played golf and tennis 
and rode his bicycle, but inevitably failed to succeed at games with 
other children:
It was my own fate to be just strong enough to 
play about with the other boys, and attempt all 
their games and "stunts," without being strong 
enough to actually succeed in any of them. It 
never used to occur to me that my failures and 
la^k of skill were due to circumstances beyond 
my control, but I would always impute them, In 
consequence of my rigid Calvinistic upbringing,
I suppose, to some moral weakness of my own. I 
suffered tortures in trying to learn to skate, 
to climb trees, to play ball, to conform in gen­
eral to the ways of the world.39
He devoted himself to music, which he loved, and displayed an early 
talent at the piano. Always precocious, he read grocery labels at age 
two and the Bible by the time he entered school. "His teachers had 
little to contribute to his education, except, as it seemed to him, that 
they were the first great restraining influence in his life."40 In the 
first grade, Bourne’s teacher once stood him in the corner after he an­
swered her simple question with a lengthy discourse. Yet he deplored his
16
high marks and "the exhibitions of my musical skill that I had to give 
before admiring ladies;" he wished only for the approval of other chil­
dren, and to be treated as an equal. Never a pariah and, in fact, well- 
liked in Bloomfield, he still suffered from an overwhelming sense of 
failure.
Bourne*8 family exemplified all which he later condemned in his 
Atlantic Monthly essays. His haughty, narrowly aristocratic mother 
seems to have run the household which the father, a rebel and possibly 
a rake, left when Bourne was quite young. Bourne grew up in his uncle's 
home in an atmosphere which was Protestant, proudly Republican, and 
an intellectual void. The family's collection of classics, standard 
nineteenth century English and American, were ‘'stiffly enshrined behind 
glass doors that were very hard to open— but nobody ever discussed them 
or looked at them.",fl The books which his mother offered him and his 
sister mortified him. He discovered the family newspaper, The New York 
Tribune, and every morning "gathered it in like intellectual manna." 
Although he never understood most of what was written, it pleased him and 
gave him a sense of the world.
Adolescence and high school intensified Bourne's feelings oj: 
failure. Outwardly, this was not apparent. The precocious boy developed 
into a brilliant student in Latin, Greek, and English literature; he 
gave one of the valedictorian addresses at graduation, and was elected 
president of his class. But this did little to apnease the loneliness 
and frustration which he experienced in his social life. When playing 
ball and climbing trees ga^e way to dancing and parties, "the world of 
youth," Bourne felt "still less adapted to it."
17
And this was the harder to bear because I was 
naturally sociable, and all these things appealed 
tremendously to me. The world of admiration and 
gayety and smiles . . . and companionship, how­
ever, is only for the well-begotten and the deb­
onair. It was not through any cruelty or dislike, 
I think, that I was refused admittance; indeed, 
they were always very kind about inviting me. But 
it was more as if a ragged urchin had been asked 
to come and look through a window at the light 
and warmth of a glittering party; . . . Indeed 
there were times when one would almost prefer con­
scious cruelty to this silent, unconscious, gentle 
oblivion.
These were not the maudlin memories of a cripple who had read too much 
Dickens. When Bourne wrote these words in 1911, they were in the con­
text of an argument which detailed his philosophy of the handicapped.
He used the word not: narrowly but inclusively: the “handicapped" connoted
physical and intellectual unfitness for American life.
The essay opens with a distinction between severely handicapped 
persons and persons weakened or marked by deformities. A person born, 
for example, with "a crooked back and an unsightly face . . .  is perforce 
drawn into all the currents of life." His road in the world will be 
doubly hard, especially if he must make it alone, because with only half- 
strength he must fight the same battles as the stronger man. Healthy 
people will condescend to him or patronize him. Bourne came to terms 
with his appearance, and claimed that "those things that the world deems 
hardest for the deformed man to bear are perhaps really the easiest of 
all." An intelligent person learns: quickly to ignore the insults of 
children and stares from adults in public places. "What one does get 
sensitive to is rather the inevitable way that people, acquaintances and 
strangers alike, have of discounting in advance what one does or says."
A deformed man learns early that the world expects little of him. The
18
problem is learning not to expect nothing of oneself* He becomes hyper­
sensitive, most notably to people’s first impressions, and recognizes 
instantly whether someone will be his friend or not. This poses problems 
and advantages: friendship ’’becomes the most precious thing in the world
to him, and he finds that he arrives at a much richer and wider intimacy 
with his friends than do ordinary men with their light, surface friend­
ships based on good fellowship or the convenience of the moment.” Bourne 
wrote in another essay, "The Excitement of Friendship,” that he felt 
barely alive when alone.1* ^ (It is worth noting, too, that Bourne's 
friends unanimously agreed that he had a genius for personal relations, 
and was a remarkable, devoted friend. At Columbia, he regularly shocked 
male friends by arriving at meetings and lectures accompanied by beautiful, 
intelligent women.)
The world of business, of course, is closed to the handicapped.
For in business first impressions, appearances, and superficial congeni­
ality matter most, which makes the deformed man completely unfit for 
making money. Bourne’s animus against business at least equalled Brooks'; 
but unlike Brooks, Bourne’s aversion came of suffering. As he prepared to 
enter Princeton in the fall of 1903, his uncle's business failed and 
Bourne was left to shift for himself. For six years in New York he 
worked at any job available to him, including a stint as a music hall 
pianist, and two years making music rolls for player pianos. He described 
this humiliating experience in the essay "What Is Exploitation?,” which 
appeared in Youth and Life. He was poor, abandoned by his family, and 
with few friends.
Out of desperation he applied for and received a scholarship to 
Columbia University, and began his studies in September 1909 with advanced
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standing. There he flourished, both academically and socially. A group 
of wealthy students, impressed by his wit and intelligence, included him 
in their circle. He became editor of Columbia's literary magazine, and 
with the help of a professor began publishing his essays in the dignified 
Atlantic Monthly. Other students were rather awed by his successes, and 
more than a few resented his sarcasm, but Bourne never grew conceited.
He was far too grateful to become an egotist: "College furnishes an
ideal environment where the things at which a hand1 ;apned man like myself 
can succeed really count. One's self-respect can begin to grow like a 
weed."
After so many years spent pondering "the crass inequalities of 
the larger world," Bourne understood "the feelings of all the horde of 
the unpresentable and the unemployable, the incompetent and the ugly, 
the queer and crotchety people who make up so large a proportion of human 
folk." He dismissed the accepted truths of the Gospel of Wealth as cant 
because he empathized with the failures and underdogs. Social progress, 
he believed, should be the vocation of "every thinking and true-hearted 
man or woman," a conviction which helped to ground his buoyant cultural 
idealism in reality. At Columbia, he was influenced most by John Dewey 
and Charles Beard, who published An Economic Interpretation of the Con­
stitution when Bourne was a senior. Beard's economic interpretations of 
history gave intellectual credence to Bourne's emotional, completely per­
sonal social conscience. He also read the standard Reform Darwinist 
books of Henry George and others, and the Christian Socialist works of 
Rauschenbusch.
The world of the intellectual opened for Bourne at Columbia. He 
embraced it with joy as a means of livelihood and satisfaction, and
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served the cause of the intellectual movement faithfully— in his mind—  
during the six remaining years of his life. Even though his editorials 
antagonized a few important bureaucrats at Columbia, including President 
Nicholas Butler (with whom Bourne would clash again over the war), the 
university awarded him its Gilder Fellowship which provided funds for a 
year abroad. He sailed for Europe on July 5, 1913, inspired by the ad­
venture and bolstered by the publication of his Atlantic essays in his 
first book, Yoath and Life. This established his reputation In the bur­
geoning movement of the Young Intellectuals In New York.
"It is the glory of the present age that one can be young. Our 
times give no check to the radical tendencies of youth. On the contrary, 
they give the directest stimulation. ",fl' Thus wrote Bourne in "Youth," 
the most famous and lyrical of his Atlantic essays. All the unbridled 
enthusiasm, defiance, and naivete of the Young intellectuals are manifest 
in Bourne'8 declaration for the power and lucidity of Youth. Youth is 
always right and Age wrong. Youth displays all the creativity, potential 
and honesty which disappears in mi dd I .e-age. The greater wisdom that Age 
attributes to experience does not Impress Youth, which understands that 
"there is no great gulf between youth and middle-age, as there is between 
childhood and youth."
Adults are little more than grown-up children. 
This is what makes their arrogance so insulting 
— the assumption that they have acquired any im­
partiality or objectivity of outlook, and have 
better standards for judging life. Their ideas 
are wrong, and grow progressively more wrong as 
they grow older. Youth, therefore, has no right 
to be humble. The ideas it forms will be the 
highest it will ever have, the Insight the clear- 
est, the ideas the most stimulating. The best
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it can hope to do is to conserve those resources, 
and keep its flame of imagination and daring 
bright.
Youth is a condition of mind, in other words. The ascendance of youth­
ful ideas, according to Bourne, will guarantee a great American future.
He perceives a disparity between the reformist programs of Progressives 
and the moribund ideas to which they adhere, so that as the pace of 
reform quickens, the gap widens because aged minds haven't the agility 
to keep up. Therefore, Bourne admonishes Youth to leap beyond contem­
poraneousness, to be even more radical so that when Youth inherits the 
world it will not rule with anachronistic ideas.
In order to preserve itself, Youth must avoid pressure and conven­
tion.^5 It must allow ideals to guide it toward a maturity still fresh 
in creative possibilities. Bourne condemns any other sort of Youth, 
especially the type which has planned its life at age seventeen: "There
are many of him, I know, but I do not like him, and I know nothing about 
him." Youth must struggle and take disappointments hard. Material com­
forts will tempt Youth to be complacent, but it must not elect this sleek 
and easy road. The road to perpetual Youth is arduous and strewn with 
spiritual obstacles: a prudish, craven Youth has no business traveling
this road, for only by taking the challenge of the "experimental life" 
will Youth triumph. "Youth at its best has this constant susceptibility 
to the new, this constant eagerness to try new experiments. . . . Very 
few people get any really new experiences after they are twenty-five, 
unless there is a real change in in their environment. Most people live 
only in the experience of their youthful years." Hence, Bourne's belief 
that it is only "the interpretation of this first collision with life
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that is worth anything."
Encouraged by his own experience at Columbia, Bourne believed 
wholly in his idealism. Not until he saw the war begin in Europe did 
he begin to understand the limitations of his Youth and Life essays.
The idea of omniscient Youth may have been rebelliousness, but the 
writing is distinguished only by its candor and fervency. The style and 
language are in the slick, completely genteel style for which the Atlan­
tic Monthly was famous. Nothing Bourne wrote threatened anyone. He did 
not advocate violence or orgies on the green at Columbia. Ellery Sedge- 
wick would never have printed Bourne's essays if they would have offended 
conservative readers.46 Louis Filler, Bourne's biographer, writes that 
this book "furnishes one of the surest keys to the era of which Bourne 
was part."47 The high degree of abstraction and the novelty of revolt 
had wide appeal to young people who saw themselves as a cultural vanguard 
for America. In their minds, neither reform nor Christian Socialism 
could do much to enrich American life. This must be catalyzed by a cul­
tural liberation which replaced the calumnies of laissez-faire individu­
ality; one which would yield a mass realization of the self, America, 
insisted Bourne, could only change by way of a collective discovery of 
the self. The temptation is to ask how the Wobblies or members of The 
International Ladies Garment Workers Union would elevate their spirituality 
and work a ten-hour day?
In this gaping hole in Bourne's idealism— and that of his con­
temporaries— one finds the paradox of the movement. Bourne encouraged 
youth to abandon Victorian ideals and the Protestant ethic, to replace 
them with ideals forged in the pure flames of an intellectual outlook.
But had this Jamesian alternative any more real form than the old ideals,
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than the heart of a cloud? Their glorious future wan always nebulous, 
Youth and Life "raised a standard about which numerous followers rallied, 
disagreeing often in detail but agreeing in the main principle."118 But 
like most utopian visions, it provided no details. The essays have his­
torical value as examples of how a new generation living in a tumultuous 
decade sought inspiration. The same problems afflicted Van Wyek Brooks 
in his noted essays.
Finally, some comments on the autobiographical nature of these 
essays, most notably "A Philosophy of Handicap." Bourne favored a rhe­
torical style that used the dramatic impact of personal experience to 
strike a unanimous cognizance in his readers. He seemed to be the incar­
nation of this cultural rebellion, to symbolize in his triumph over de­
formity all that his peers hoped for. When Van Wyck Brooks collected 
Bourne’s essays posthumously in The History of a Literary Radical, the 
forward touched a common theme in Bourne reminiscences: "Place aux
jeunes might have been his motto: he seemed indeed the flying wedge of
the younger generation."1*9
While Bourne went to Columbia, Brooks traveled, taught literature, 
and struggled with his writing. A month after he graduated from Harvard, 
he sailed to England in the steerage of a ship, sharing a room with a 
French chef of a Soho restaurant. He heard H. G. Wells and the Webbs 
speak, and became a socialist. It was never clear, though, if his so­
cialism entailed something more than the fastidious noblesse oblige of 
Beatrice and Sidney Webb. Brooks' three autobiographical volumes con­
tain not a single reference to labor movements, or the plight of the 
working and poor classes. Brooks seems to have been affected chiefly by
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the picturesqueness of the slums in London and New York.
For several years, in London first and later in 
New York, I was to live among the scenes of the 
"Ash-can" painters. . . . The slums were never to 
lose their charm for me.50
If the spirit of reform and egalitarianism comprised the alter ego of 
Brooks’ aestheticism, as Henry May writes, he never felt compelled to 
write anything to speak of about it. When he used the word "socialism” 
In his writing, it was more in the traditional meaning of the word—  
the cultural socialism of Ruskin— than in a radical political sense. 
Brooks always remained an apolitical writer, as did Bourne until the 
war pushed his thinking toward a more political orientation.
During his year in London, Brooks published his first book, The 
Wine of the Puritans.5* It takes the form of a spirited but confusing 
dialogue between Brooks and his friend, Graeling. As they sail around 
the gorgeous blue bay of the Italian village of Baja, the two men argue 
about why their homeland is a cultural wasteland. Brooks, i.e. Socrates, 
allows the effusive Graeling to wax on about America’s problems until he 
stumbles upon something ol interest, at which point Brooks Interrupts 
him. Brooks’ speeches encompass a variety of tuples, all of which relate 
to a few centra1 t he me s.
The first concerns the problem of a Puritan ideal that once 
served its purpose well, but is inadequate for the immense, diversified 
America of the twentieth century. Graeling criticizes New England Puri­
tanism and its progeny, transcendentalism, as well-suited to explain 
"the peculiar life of one corner of the world, but inadequate to explain 
life in a wider sense."52 He dismisses Emerson as "a lofty and inspired
sophist who bega the whole question oi life." Brooks provides the 
metaphor:
You put the old wine into new bottles, and when the 
explosion results, one may say, the aroma passes 
into the air and the wine spills on the floor. The 
aroma, or the ideal, turns into transcendentalism, 
and the wine, or the real, becomes commercialism.
In any case one doesn't preserve a great deal of 
well-tempered, genial wine.
This theme of a national life torn asunder by two incompatible attitudes, 
a remote spiritual ideal and avarice, would emerge seven years later as 
the fully developed thesis of America's Coming-of-Age. In this early 
form, it functions chiefly in the service of debunking American business, 
which comprises the second major theme in the book.
Americans, says Brooks, "look upon everything from an economic 
standpoint!" All the things which should be integral to a national life, 
such as literature, religion, and recreation, exist only to justify the 
dictatorship of business over the American psyche. Americans exercise 
in order to do their work better. They read soporific novels written 
expressively to rest the mind from work; and books to reassure them that 
making money benefits America more than individuals. Art, too, is re­
garded as a valuable way to forget about work. None of these things have 
a life of their own. And anyone who suggests this sort of heresy is 
considered decadent or an anarchist. The American work ethic, once 
necessary to conquer the frontier, survives in mutated form: because of
this, the American national character is ugly, bloated by greed, and by 
an inexplicable sense of moral superiority. Strong words, yes, but mild 
in comparison to what Brooks would later write in America'8 Comtng-of-Age 
about writers who promote this philistinism in their books.
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In this first book he concerned himself more with a theme which, 
in one form or another, dominated his writing for the next: fifty years: 
the absence in America of a cultural and literary tradition which could 
inspire new generations of artists and writers. America either produces 
negligible talents who aspire to quaint provincialism, he calls them 
refined opportunists, or her brilliant talents abandon the homeland for 
European capitals. In both cases, but especially with brilliance, Ameri­
can art and literature never captures the American soul; whereas Euro­
pean artists accomplish this consistently. Why? Because' they draw lib- 
orally iron ancient cultural traditions, lake what (me*I res, mix it with 
their unique qualities, and produce art that, ecl ipses what Americans do. 
The closest that America had come was Whitman, who ’’was on the right 
track, possibly."
Brooks proposes a difficult program: "We have reached a point
where we must sacrifice ourselves. We must act in such a way that this 
generation will have its romance and its tradition for those who come 
after." If this generation exhausts its imaginative capital, it must 
be sure to replenish it for the next generation. In America* 8 Coming- 
of-Age and Letters and Leadership, Brooks refined this abstraction to 
what he called the need for a criticism to awaken American creativity.
This criticism would expose the enormities in America— like Brooks, for 
example— as Lf to point out the subjects which artists ought to choose.
But here he is content with a Whitmanesque program:
We must put aside anything that tends to make us 
self-conscious in this matter of American tradi­
tion and simply be American, teach our pulses to 
beat with American ideas and ide ,1s, absorb Ameri­
can life, until we are able to see that in all its 
vulgarities and distractions and boastings there 
lie the elements of a glganiIe art.^3
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Graeling grumbles, "You are asking a whole generation of artists to nul­
lify their own achievement for the sake of a more or less Utopian future." 
But Brooks, conspicuously, evades the jab and rambles idealistically to 
the end. From where did this radicalism come? How suddenly did this 
very un-American young man come to write his first book about America 
instead of Fra Angelico or Cervantes? One guesses that Brooks* radicalism 
took shape when his long aversion to business was supported by other 
unhappy, sensitive young people. Young Intellectuals commonly cited a 
dislike for business as a key factor in the evolution of their radicalism.
Bourne began his grand tour of Europe with his friend Joseph Ward 
Swain, who later became professor of history at the University of Illi­
nois. After visiting the Low Countries and Munich, Swain traveled to 
Paris and Bourne, to London. At each city, Bourne immersed himself in 
the national life. He read contemporary literature, visited churches and 
public places, conversed as knowledge of languages permitted him, and 
attended meetings of political reformers. His stay in England lasted 
longest, although the rigid class system nauseated him. In London, "a 
sort of fatuous cheerfulness seemed to reign everywhere in the streets, 
in middle-class homes, even in the slums. This impressed me as the pre­
vailing tone of English life."51* He described the conversation of 
wealthy Britons as "a rambling fire of ideational badinage," a forced 
optimism and frivolity which "is possible only to an unimaginative people 
who are well schooled against personal relations, and against the de­
pressing influences of environment." After listening to some of the 
great reformers speak, Bourne sized them up with his usual candor:
28
At their house Mr. Webb talked, as he lectures, 
with the patient air of a man expounding arith­
metic to backward children . . . Lectures by Shaw 
and Chesterton on succeeding nights— Shaw, clean, 
straight, clear and fine as an upland wind and 
summer sun; Cheston, gluttonous and thick, with 
something tricky and unsavory about him— gave me 
a personal estimate of their contrasted philo­
sophies . . . H. G. Wells, a suggestive ualker, 
but very disappointing personally.
The disparity between the fine rhetoric of the English socialises and 
the actual progress being made by reforms disillusioned Bourne. "One 
thing . . . London has done for me— immensely strengthened my radicalism. 
The old Inst(tutInns, though they may have a glamor from afar, are so 
cruel and anJnyt I on eh ri <n (jn 1 1 y i un f f hnf T mu no longer assailed 
with the doubts that, did strike me occasions 11 y at home , , whether j
was not assailing the best possible order of things."''
For the first time, too, he began to regard his You t o am* Life' 
with some disdain The full, meaning of social change had dawned on him: 
he perceived that traditional ideas were far more dangerous and w :  i 1 tent: 
than he had previously imagined. Later, this feeling was reinforced y 
the solidarity which he observed in a large strike in Italy, lie won L 
never forget the determination which he saw in the eyes of the marching 
laborers. "His bias in favor of labor action was to persist and color 
his outlook through the rest of his life."5f>
After idyllic visits to Paris and Switzerland, his favori t:e coun­
try, Bourne traveled with a friend to Germany. He thought of (lie French 
and Swiss as peoples unified by an organic sense o,l i,af LmmJfty, and 
adored their customs, p h i l o s o p h e r s ,  b o o k s ,  end ;U t s But Mm m o u n t i n g  
anger of nationalism in I 'urope  I Tightened him i nc r e a s  I ngl y, so that be 
longed for America by the > ime he reached Beilin, where in spent:  duly M
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and August 1, 1914. The Germans repelled him. In their architecture, 
art, in the soul of the people "there is something . . . which I cannot
make articulate, but which X know I don't like— a sort of thickness 
and sentimentality and a lack of critical sense."57 After hearing the 
Kaiser's call for war, he fled Germany for the Low Countries. Two weeks 
later he sailed for America.
The travel essay which he submitted to the Columbia trustees 
is both a delightful narrative of European intellectual life and a sen­
sitive witness to a disintegrating era. His impressions of Edwardian 
England, especially, capture the crumbling of H. H. Asquith's Liberal 
England.5® Bourne was at his literary best in the genre of impression 
istic travel writing. As a foreign observer, he was able to release 
the full force of his remarkable perception, unhampered by the emotional 
stake he had in America. His correspondence evinced this also.
When Che New Republic magazine was established in late 1914, 
Ellery Sedgewick and Charles Beard secured Bourne "a vaguely defined 
salaried contributorship."50 Of his early contributions, perhaps the 
most significant was "John Dewey's Philosophy," which appeared in the 
late winter of 1915. Dewey's instrumentalism seemed tc pervade Bourne's 
thinking during his tenure with the New Republic. He called Dewey "the 
most significant thinker in America" and instrumentalism a philosophical 
scimitar with "an edge on it that would slash up the habits of thought, 
the customs and Institutions in which society has been living for cen­
turies."60 Bourne's nasty memories of grammar and high school led to a 
natural identl.f feat ion with Dewey's leadership in Progressive education: 
"Bourne doubted the possibility of re-educating the adult American
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population, but he had not the slightest doubt of the potentialities of 
youth. It was therefore natural that the “Gary System," embodying the
educational theories of Dewey, should have come to his attention and 
that of the New Republic."61
Hailed as the quintessential example of Progressive education,
Dr. William Wirt's experimental Emerson School in Gary, Indiana repre­
sented a drastic revision of standard educational practices. Students 
no longer sat in class for their entire day In school. Wirt established 
a program of work, study, and play that included gardening, carpentry, 
caring for animals, as well as the standard subjects. The hours were 
expanded, and the facilities used at night: and on weekends for adult edu­
cation and civic functions. Today it seems ironic that Bourne and others 
applauded the Spartan idea of keeping children in school for longer than 
the old hours of nine to three-thirty.
But in Bourne*s time, and especially with Herbert Croly and the 
New Republic group, the possibilities seemed vast for the Gary School 
method. Bourne reported at length about the Gary concept of a total 
educational experience, and collected the essays in his second book.62 
"The Gary School," wrote Bourne, "provides the ’embryonic community 
life* which Professor Dewey expresses as his ideal of a school, where in 
actual work the child senses the occupations and interests of the larger 
world into which he is some time actively to enter."63 Education would 
not be merely a preparation for life, but "a life itself." This appealed 
to the editor, Croly, and to Bourne because they believed that in such a 
fecund atmosphere an American cultural national could be conceived. 
Charles Forcey, a student of the early New Republic, explains the affini­
ties in Croly1s and Bourne's visions for America:
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The burden of Bourne's thought was strikingly 
similar to Croly*s of six years before. There 
was the same cultural impulse as in The Promise 
of American Life, the same dream of a "construe- 
tive individualism," the same call for experi­
mental collective action toward social ends, the 
same urge to bring nationalism and democracy to­
gether for a new cultural millennium.6<*
This may well have been true, and Bourne may have derived satisfaction 
from the acclaim offered to The Cary Schools by American newspapers, 
but his experience with the New Republic discouraged him. Croly and 
Lippncnn never admitted Bourne to the editorial circle, apparently be­
cause Bourne continued to shun industrial regulation and efficiency—  
one of Croly*s central arguments in The Promise of American Life— as 
tenable means to transform American life. Lippmann was always enamored 
of the possibilities of efficiency and scientific management.65 Bourne 
clung stubbornly to his belief that Americans needed to develop new 
values before a cultural revolution would occur, which probably struck 
the politically minded editors as naive and ineffectual. Bourne remained 
essentially a book reviewer.
When Brooks returned to America, he moved to New York where he 
met his last mentor, John Butler Yeats:
What did I learn from Yeats? He taught me to 
cherish the concrete, eschewing the abstract and 
the speculative wherever one could . . .  we were 
especially happy in all that he said of material 
success and the waste of life involved in the pur­
suit of dollars.66
Brooks belonged to a group of eager young men whose principal activi­
ties were sitting with Yeats at Pepitas* restaurant while he told
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stories of the Irish Renaissance and his son, "Willie"; and anticipating 
"a not dissimilar movement of [their] own, the first phase of another 
revival that expressed an American coming~of-age, an escape from our old 
colonial dependence on England,1,67 Wise old Yeats quipped, "The fiddles 
are tuning as it were all over America," which Brooks remembered as a 
very exciting prediction for "the all-pervasive cult of youth" to which 
he belonged. Of Yeats* epigram, Brooks wrote in America *s Coming-of-Age; 
"This is a remark of the best, the youngest and the most Irish of all 
good Americans, John Butler Yeats."68 Yeats was seventy-five years old 
when he emigrated to America, but to Brooks he was the very symbol of 
youth. He dispensed the true wisdom of a sage, but he had also retained 
the youthful condition of mind about which Bourne had written in "Youth." 
This deeply affected an impressionable Van Wyck Brooks. After marrying 
in 1910, Brooks' tutelage with Yeats ended.
After three years of teaching American literature at Berkeley 
and Stanford, Brooks returned to England. A friend secured him a teaching 
position at the Workers' Educational Association in Cambridge. Of his 
students, mechanics, carpenters, and boatmakers of all ages, Brooks ob­
served that they "cared for literature in and of itself without regard 
to economic questions, and, while I was expected to relate my subject to 
their background and experience, they studied for the sole purpose of 
enriching their minds."69 Like Bourne, he too was bothered by the "pas­
sive acceptance of the caste-system that prevailed in England." In Lon­
don, he met Walter Lippman, who revealed the plan fostered by his group 
to start a "weekly of ideas" that could do in America what H. G. Wells'
Blue Weekly did J.n England. When the New Republic came into existence, 
Lipprmmn offered Brooks a place on the staff, but Brooks declined because
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he dreaded writing under a deadline. Soon after the war began, he 
returned to America. During his last few months in England, he wrote 
his most influential book "in a rented house in the suburb of Eitham 
that belonged to two old ladies who were descendents of the voyager 
Captain Cook."70
Amer lea’s Corn f o f - Age 1 s pe r ha p s t h< c on summa u- » x press ion of 
pro Wo r .1 d Wa t I r ad i ca J s<> c I a 1 crit i c ism. All that wa 8 1 i n e and d i a - 
appointing, innovative arid ridiculous, incisive md naive about t 
Young Intellectual i< a oneru appears in the pages oi .;ro >k;. ‘ greatest 
<'8say. He believed that America needed a critical movement to precipi- 
* ate its renaissance; and he, by example, would demonstrate the new 
c it ica -iethod. The flowery undergraduate prose of The Wine of the 
Puritans had given way to a style which was both oracular and persuasive. 
Thu book was calculated to make impact; a call to arms, a seductive song 
of praise for America's annointed youth. Yet this self-consciousness 
barely diminishes Its appeal: Brooks had developed into an impressive
writer. He had a "gift for sudden, disconnected insights and unforget­
table metaphors."71 Bourne was one of many who admired what Brooks had 
to say. America's Coming-of-Age made him famous, and established him as 
an important voice in the Young Intellectual movement.
The essay opens with Brooks’ memorable coinage of the terms "High­
brow" and "Lowbrow," the prevailing types in America, He insists that 
these attitudes are distinctly American, not to be found in Europe, 
Russia, or anywhere else, and asks, "Wuat side of American life is not 
touched by this antithesis? What explanation of American life is more 
central or Illuminati.ng?"72 Everywhere in America one finds two wholly
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incompatible ideals coexisting: on the one hand, high ideals, and the
other, "catchpenny realities." There is no "genial middle ground" be­
tween "university ethics and business ethics," between slang and snobby 
language, "Good Government and Tammany." (The genial wine of the Puri­
tans has metamorphosed into genial middle ground, an easier metaphor for 
Airie r i c an s t o comp re hend.)
The Highbrow Is the superior person whose virtue 
is admitted out; felt to be an inept unpalatable 
virtue; while the Lowbrow is a good fellow one 
readily takes to, but with a certain scorn fur him 
and all his works. And what is true of them as 
personal types is true of what they stand for.
They are equally undesirable, » . . but they di­
vide American life between them.7"*
This condition has persisted since, the days of the Puritans, and is 
personified in two philosophers, Jonathan Edwards and Ben Franklin,
"who shared the eighteenth century between them." According to Brooks, 
all famous Americans since then, from Emerson to Woodrow Wilson, are "in 
one way or another, permutations and combinations of these two grand 
progenitors of the American mind."71* Edwards’ philosophy dwelled at 
icy heights in the presence of a wrathful Deity: "not one green or 
living thing could exist in that frozen soil, on those pale heights."
In the fertile green valley below, the sensualist, Franklin, distributed 
Poor Richard's Almanac to all who toiled for meat and material comforts.
Very well. With the help of Darwinism, Brooks has reduced the 
biographical history of America to two species, one desiccated and the 
other vulgar. It is simplistic, but still suggestive and even compelling 
when Brooks protests that "our national life drifts chaotically between 
two extremes."7'* Like so much of the writing produced during these
36
years, the emotional appeal somehow makes up for the analytical short­
comings. Ultimately one tires of it, but one sees the essence of the 
Young Intellectual ideal in this declarative style: never mind the de­
tails, they cried, just understand the higher truths which we expound, 
They would hoist up the American national character with the block and 
tackJ.e of their youthful omniscience. Brooks may have been the least 
radical of the prominent Young Intellectuals, but his discoursive style 
was the most confident. This was not lost on Walter Lippmann, always 
miserly about his brilliance, who titled his tepid review of America1s 
Coming-o f-Age "Isaiah J r."7 6
When Brooks turned to the subject of education, in the home and in 
the schools, his critique merged with Bourne's, although they had not 
yet met. The typical American grows up "in a sort of orgy of lofty 
examples, moralized poems, national anthems and baccalaureate sermons, 
until he is charged with all manner of ideal, purities, ideal honorabili- 
ties, ideal femininities, flag-wavings and sky-scrapings of every sort—  
until he comes to feel in himself the hovering presence of all manner of 
fine potentialities."77 He has not been taught that: values must be 
cultivated toward spiritual ends or, for that matter, that life should 
have any ends whatsoever. "His instincts of acquisition, pleasure, enter­
prise and desire have in no way been linked and connected with disinter­
ested ends. . . . Society is fair prey for what he can get out of it."79
The typical American university— -not Harvard, of course— serves 
only to reinforce the way American men have been raised. One of the 
most ominous statements, says Brooke., is that college Is the happiest 
time of one's life. But college men tend to view their four years this
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way. "They deliberately put thin golden age behind them— and, as things 
are, they know it is behind them.,,/J They sow their wild oats, celebrate 
the cult of good fellowship, and examine the ideas offered them through a 
surreal filter, a haze of gayety. Nothing in the university system 
teaches students to be critical-, espot tally of themselves. All is af­
firmative, a resounding chorus of yea-saying. This is contemptible be­
cause it fosters "a feeling that all ideas are unreal," which is pre­
cisely the awful truth about America. The American university is "a 
place . . . where Ideals are cherished precisely because they are inef­
fectual, because they are ineptly and mournfully beautiful, because they 
make life progressively uninteresting. . . . There, surely, is the last 
and the most impenetrable stronghold of Puritanism, refined to the last 
degree of intangibility."®0 When the graduate enters the real American 
world of business, he covets this ideal, carefree time; rejuvenates him­
self from the sordidness of business in this nostalgic spring. And like 
all good Americans, he will never know the least bit about his true self.
When Americans have the urge to read, will any work in American 
literature change their ideas about American life and history? Has any 
writer wielded the artistic power to smash through the psychological 
ramparts behind which American history and morality live as identical 
twins? No, answers Brooks— emphatically, no.
Something in American literature has always been 
wanting— everyone, I think, feels that. Aside 
from the question of talent, there is not, ex­
cepting Walt Whitman, one American writer who 
comes home to a modern American with that deep, 
moving, shaking impact of personality for which 
one turns to the abiding poets and writers of the 
world. A certain density, weight and richness,
a certain poignancy, a "something far more deeply 
infused," simply is not there.81
Since the death cf Emerson and Holmes, there has been something missing 
in American life. Brooks believes it is a lack of literary leadership 
to shape the personality of generations. Americans gladly settle for 
nostalgia or the cheerful optimism of Howells. Though Thoreau, Emerson, 
Poe, and Hawthorne are eternal possessions, "not one of them . . , have 
had the power to move the soul of America from the accumulation of dol­
lars; and when one has said this one has arrived at some sort of basis 
for literary crJ t icism.
With that said, Brooks calls his kangaroo court to order to try 
"Our Poets." As prosecutor, defense, and jury he condemns each and 
every great man of the nineteenth century. The proceedings may seem 
spurious (and American literary scholarship since then has confirmed 
this), but Brooks operated within the constraints of his own moral dogmas 
— and those of his generation. He believed that "thooe of our writers 
who have possessed a vivid personal genius have been paralyzed by the 
want of a social background, while those who have possessed a vi.'d so­
cial genius have been equally unable to develop their personalities."88 
In other words, American society allows no place for true individuality. 
Minds can only work healthily when in touch with their society, and 
great art will not be produced until such a relationship is established.
A genius like Poe had no point of contact with society, nothing in com­
mon with his times. He constructed his own parallel world, sterile and 
bizarre, yet also "the most menacing indictment of a society which is not 
also an all-embracing organism."88 Hawthorne, too, suffered from this 
paralysis. "His talent was a kind of Prospero’s isle quite outside the
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world he lived in. It wavs kept outside that world by his own infallible 
instinct of artistic self-preservation."86 As for Mark Twain, if Europe 
had produced him he would have been one of the great satirists of all 
time. But immersion in American society made him a buffoon in old age.
It is all very confusing, for one is never sure who were the 
Highbrows and Lowbrows in American literature. What one cannot miss is 
the influence of "socialism" on Brooks’ thinking; that is, he yearns for 
a unified American polity that needs neither religion nor politics as its 
glue; only common values and spiritual ends that will make America or­
ganically whole.
America is like a vast Sargasso Sea— a prodigious 
welter of unconscious life, swept by gtoundswells 
of half-conscious emotion. . . . It is a welter of 
life which has not been worked into an organism, 
into which fruitful values and standards of human 
economy have not been introduced, innocent of those 
laws of social gravitation which, rightly under­
stood and pursued with a keen faith, produce a 
fine temper in the human animal.®7
Politicians and reformers will never accomplish this, "even if they 
import the whole of socialism into politics, so long as they and we fail 
to recognize that the center of gravity in American affairs has shifted 
wholly from the plane of politics to the plane of psychology and morals."88 
The enlighten, .int has reached only youth. Youth alone has the potential 
to catalyze an American renaissance; to impose order on the spiritual 
chaos in America; to give America the national life it so desperately 
needs. Brooks never takes the youth ideal quite to Bourne's extreme, 
but the spirit of youthful noblesse oblige permeates America’s Coming- 
of-Age.
V
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While Brooks had been content to describe America with his meta- 
phor of a Sargasso Sea, Bourne turned increasingly toward ''realism." 
Throughout 1916 he continued to write his "sociological" book reviews 
for the New Republic and The Dial. He used the word arbitrarily, as 
was the custom during those years. Instead of assessing literary merit 
strictly on the basis of aesthetics, Bourne chose to "judge the American 
sociological novelist by standards of sociological pertinence."88 When 
Bourne praised a book, he invariably focused on the social truths which 
an author had delineated. If a book exposed the plight of the working 
poor, decried discrimination against women or the racism of the Anglo- 
Saxon toward immigrants, Bourne approved. (He idolized Dreiser, with 
whom he had a warm relationship.) By no means did he Ignore the artistic 
merits of a book; instead, he sought to distinguish between social sig- 
nificance and art in literature. Bourne could be severe and mordant, 
but he reserved this tone for reviews of books written by the "Custodians 
of Culture."88 When a book in any way smacked of the Genteel Tradition, 
Bourne's axe fell; and when he confronted the great Humanist critics, 
Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More, he threw acid liberally. His review 
of More's Aristocracy and Justice exemplified this posture:
The calm of Mr. More's style cannot keep the claws 
of class-exploitation from showing through . . .
His misunderstanding of radicalism is complete . . .
For what we have learned in our American experience 
is that property rights cannot be set above human 
rights unless humanity itself becomes property.
Mr. More's ideal is a slave society, as the Greek 
state to which he always reverts was a slave- 
state. . ♦ ♦ Mr. More's ethics is the ethics of 
a parsimonious world. . . . His misinterpretation 
of the modern world which is so bold in its desire 
to substitute mastery for drift betrays either an 
ignorance or a callousness. It is probably both, 
for his philosophy was hammered together in its
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perfect form fifteen years ago, and no word of the 
movement of men and minds has since penetrated his 
studied isolation.
Bourne’s was the chosen stance of Young Intellectuals during those years 
"when almost every new writer was a recruit to the army against gentility, 
and when older writers like Dreiser . . . were being rescued from neglect 
and praised as leaders."92 What distinguished Bourne’s reviews was the 
forcefulness of his prose ar.d the incisiveness which guided his analysis. 
Where other reviewers were content to flail away about injustice and 
Puritanism, Bourne dispatched the enemy quickly and efficiently, saving 
his energy for sarcastic flourishes. The eighty reviews which he pro­
duced in 1915 and 1916 are in themselves, worthy of a separate study.
He also turned to the entire nation as America drifted inexorably 
closer to war in 1916. The hyphenate movement focused Bourne’s attention 
on the ethnic communities which were carrying to America the hostilities 
in Europe. The appearance of malignant European nationalism in America 
frightened Bourne to the point of distraction. The last letter that he 
posted from Europe in 191^ betrays a feeling which had intensified as 
the second year of war ended.
The wheels of the clock have so completely 
stopped in Europe, and this civilization that I 
have been admiring so much seems so palpably 
about to be torn to shreds that I do not even 
want to think about Europe until the war is over 
and life is running again.93
His detestation for the war could not eclipse his admiration for Euro­
pean culture. This contradiction mixed with Bourne's idealistic devo­
tion to the promise of American life, and emerged in a new theory:
America needed to preserve the cultural distinctness of its ethnic
communities, and somehow dissolve the militant chauvinism which is the 
ugly Janus-face of ethnic pride. If only the desiccated but tenacious 
Anglo-Saxon culture, the dominant culture in America, could be destroyed 
once and for all, there was great promise for a vital, harmonious trans­
national culture.
’’Trans-National America” appeared in the Atlantic Monthly in 
July, 1916. Bourne'8 thesis rejected the melting-pot theory as cant.
His was essentially the same thesis as the young Jewish immigrant Horace 
Kallen had argued the year before in The Nation. "For decidedly,” Kallen 
had w^icten,
the older America, whose voice and spirit was New 
England, is gone beyond recall. Americans still 
are the artists and thinkers of the land, but they 
work, each for himself, without common visions or 
ideals. The older tradition has passed from a 
life into a memory, and the newer one, so far as 
it has an Anglo-Saxon base, is holding its own 
beside more and more formidable rivals, . . . 
populations of whom their national self-conscious­
ness is perhaps the chief spiritual asset.94
Like Kallen, Bourne described the emerging organization ard cultural 
unity of ethnic enclaves. He applauded the influx of new ideas and 
cultural traditions to America, but blamed the Increasing compartment- 
alization wholly on the Anglo-Saxon "Custodians of Culture.” Spiri­
tual democracy was not served by this divisive trend, a truth lost on 
the Anglo-Saxon ruling class that believed the myth of the melting-pot. 
It really served to perpetuate their dominance; in truth, the melting- 
pot existed only in the vulgar realm of mob culture, in vapid movies, 
popular novels, and music halls. This cheap and tasteless pi*oduct is 
"the cultural wreckage of our time, and it is from the fringes of the
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Anglo-Saxon as well as other stocks that it falls . . . America has as 
yet no impelling, integrating force. In our loose, free country, no 
constraining national purpose, no tenacious folk-tradition and folk- 
style hold the people to a line."95
But consider the possibilities for American life. "America is 
a unique sociological fabric, and it bespeaks poverty of imagination 
not to be thrilled at the incalculable potentialities of so novel a union 
of men. To seek no other goal than the weary old nationalism— belligerent, 
exclusive, inbreeding, the poison of which we are witnessing nov; in Europe, 
— is to make patriotism a hollow sham, and to declare that, in spite of 
our boastings, America must ever be a follower and not a leader of na­
tions." As a first step towards this end, Bourne proposed a dual citizen­
ship for immigrants, which seems to contradict the whole concept of an 
organic American culture. Besides this suggestion, Bourne*s cosmopolitan 
vision remains vague. The essay ends with two instructions: to distrust
the Anglo-Saxon as cultural arbiter; and to trust the younger intelli­
gentsia in America as the only group capable of n«oving American civili­
zation toward this goal. "Here is an enterprise of integration into 
which we can all pour ourselves, of a spiritual welding which should 
make us, if the final menace ever came, not weaker, but infinitely 
strong." The "final menace" was, of course, American entry into the 
war, which Bourne equated with Armageddon.
"Trans-National America" was Innovative in the sense that Bourne 
had considerably broadened his conception of the American future since 
his Youth and Life days. He no longer thought of the world in simplistic 
black vs. white, youth vs. age fashion. What distinguishes the essay 
still is the heavier indictment of the Anglo-Saxon cultural concensus.
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Bourne had previously characterized the Genteel Tradition with words 
like pinched, moribund, feeble, and impotent. In this essay he levels 
the additional charge of racism at a time when not too many people, and 
no Young Intellectual, dared to equate Progressive reforms with WASP 
condescension and racism. Progressivism was the political expression 
of the cultural consensus, and its elected leaders were nearly all 
Protestant— most conspicuously Woodrow Wilson.9  ^ When the hyphenate 
scare alarmed Washington in 1916, Bourne put two and two together and 
wrote "Trans-National America." He was not particularly explicit about 
this charge of racism (it would take American entry to end Bourne’s re­
serve), but the thrust of his argument cannot be missed. The trans­
national vision may be interpreted as just another youthful fancy, and 
in fact, this is usually the case in the Bourne literature; but the 
appeal for an egalitarian future, a unified future, was offered in de­
fiance of the smug white racism that prevailed in middle-class America—  
and still does. It was a courageous essay, one of Bourne’s best.
When James Oppenheim persuaded a rich young woman, Mrs. A. K. 
Rankine, to sell her collection of Whistlers in order to back his maga­
zine, The Seven Arts came into existence. The first issue was printed 
in September, 1916, Oppenheim was editor-in-chief, Waldo Frank the 
second in command, and Van Wyck Brooks and Paul Rosenfeld the associate 
editors. Brooks later wrote that the magazine owed its birth to Freud 
and Jung: "For the editor and donor had been patients of an analyst
who had advised th u to start it as a therapeutic measure at a time when, 
as James Oppenheim said, a day of birth seemed to be drawing near."97 
As will appear, Brooks later left The Seven Arts because of its anti-war
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position, which may explain his sarcasm. For during the thirteen months 
it was published, the magazine symbolized every hope and goal of the 
Young Intellectual movement. Henry May described The Seven Arts as "the 
movement’s pure, distilled essence and also its culmination. For The 
Seven Arts, the American Renaissance was not just on the way; it was 
here."98 Their program encompassed all the major elements of the cul­
tural rebellion: the cultural and intellectual virility of youth, an
emphasis on spiritual democracy as well as a reverence for free speech, 
literary leadership, and a distaste for "narrow absorption in the details 
of industry, business, and politics."99 Among the contributors were John 
Reed, Floyd Dell, Sherwood Anderson, Robert Frost, John Dos Passos (just 
out of Harvard), as well as eminent Europeans like D. H, Lawrence, and 
Romain Rolland.
Van Wyck Brooks* contributions expounded the theme of literary 
leadership most frequently. He collected these essays in 1918 in Letters 
and Leadership. With the exception of the greater emphasis on leadership, 
this book offered ideas which were substantially the same as those in 
America*s Coming-of-Age. Bernard Smith’s analysis cuts to the quick:
It was unquestionably a brilliant performance; it 
is probably the most effective piece of writing he 
has yet given us, But it marked an advance in 
style, not thought, in polish, not analysis. It 
did neither of the two things it should have done: 
it did not dig into the subsoil of American history, 
in which might lie the completed explanation of the 
contradictions in our cultural evolution, nor did 
it apply Mr. Brooks’ well-known point of view to 
the writings rf living men.1
After an abbreviated discussion of America’s disappointing creative 
life, and an undistinguished polemic which railed against the hollow
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"culture of industrialism," Brooks turned to "Our Critics"— Babbitt,
More, and Brownell. Of More he wrote, "Mr. More’s humane attitude 
cracks and crumbles at the touch of life because it is based on a cul­
ture of the intellect which is not borne out by a corresponding cul­
ture of the feelings. . . .Mr. More is a belated pioneer, with all the 
repressed impulses, the fundamental limitations . . , extended and sub­
tilized in the sphere of the intellect alone.Compared to the armor­
piercing shells fired by Bourne, these words are about as deadly as the 
arrows shot at Gulliver by the Liliputians. Brooks fared much better as 
the general directing battles than in hand-to-hand combat. He lacked 
the killer-instinct, that knack for murderous satire, which made Bourne 
such a formidable essayist.
Nowhere is this contrast more vivid than in the next chapter,
"Our Awakeners," which presented a critique of pragmatism; that is,
Brooks* perception of the popular adaptation by leading Americans of 
principles of pragmatic thinking. This essay appeared in the June 1917 
issue of The Seven Arts. If our critics have never purported to be our 
national awakeners, Brooks began, then who has assumed the responsibility: 
the sociologist, "the apostles of a narrow efficiency," and the pragmatic 
and realistic philosophers.
For twenty years and more now they have occupied 
the centre of our life. They have not only accepted 
reality, they have said that they alone apprehend 
reality, and that reality has been put in their 
special charge because they alone are able to do 
something with it. Well, and here we are. They 
have asked us to judge them by their fruits. What 
are we to say?3
The national life had not changed one iota since then, according to 
Brooks. It was still a Sargasso Sea full of voracious people with no
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object in living, and absolutely no comprehension of themselves, Since 
the new leadership had been recruited out of pragmatism, and nothing had 
really changed in the realm of values and poetic tradition, the new 
leadership had "revealed itself as no leadership at all."14 Why had this 
been the case? Because pragmatism had "attempted to fill the place 
which poetry alone can adequately fill," the place left vacant by an 
impotent poetic tradition.
Furthermore, had not pragmatism usurped the natural order of things 
by accepting "the intelligence instead of the imagination as the value- 
creating entity?" It had become "the dog in the manger of our creative 
life," whatever that may mean. James and Dewey "were insufficiently 
poets to intensify the conception of human nature they had inherited 
from our tradition." because pragmatism accepted people on the level 
where they existed, it could only release the latent potential at that 
level; and was doomed to fail "because it is the level itself that is at 
fault in America." Pragmatism could, at best, ameliorate some of the 
wretchedness in society, and then only for a few "qualified individuals." 
In another society, one in which something more than primitive values 
were the norm, pragmatism could succeed, But not in America.
Assuming that the intelligence is the final 
court of appeal, they arc Scaled against those 
impulses that give birth to self-criticism and 
the principle of growth; all they can do, there­
fore, is to unfold the existing facts in them­
selves, and in the world about them.
The great problem with America was self-complacency, and pragmatism 
could do nothing to shake Americans out of their stupor. Pragmatism 
wrongly assumed "that we have outgrown the poetic view of life; we have
simply not grown up to it." That end, needless to say, would never be 
possible until "a race of artists, profound and sincere," assumed the 
place of leadership in America, He demanded nothing less than Plato's 
recc of philosopher kings.
This critique is emblematic of the Brooks method. Ironically, 
what is persistently disappointing about Brooks' writing is its vagueness. 
Brooks may have cherished Yeats' passion for the concrete, but he seldom 
visited the factual realm in his essays. In this sense, what he was 
meant more, In the long-run, than what he wrote. For his friend Randolph 
Bourne, the influence of "Our Awakeners" was salutary and readily 
acknowledged.
Bourne hung on at the New Republic through the year 1916. As 
the editorial, stance of Croly, Lippmann, and Weyl moved from a policy of 
"differential neutrality" to "making war in their own liberal image,"'* 
Bourne's disaffection with his editors changed to bitter cynicism. With 
little satisfaction, he continued to receive 100 dollars per month as a 
staff writer. In the spring of 1917, the New Republic editorials came to 
resemble official transcripts of Wilsonian policy, and when Wilson ad­
dressed Congress on April 2„ a reverent Walter hippmann "boasted in an 
editorial that they [NR's staff] and liberals like them had been largely 
responsible for American intervention. . . . Nowhere in the editorial 
did the editors show any awareness of how formidable was the responsi­
bility they had assumed for the intellectuals of tlu country. . . . The 
New Republic's beast of influence in bringing on the war was at best 
inane."G It was too much for Bourne, who fled Croly's merry men for The
Seven Arts.
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Oppenheim described Bourne‘o coming as "the greatest thing that 
happened to The Seven Arts, Though in the end it. was the main cause of 
our shutting down."7 Beginning in June with "The War and the Intellectuals," 
his acid attack on Lippmann and the New Republic? Bourne published a 
series of explosive anti-war essays that caused the Republican Mrs. Ran- 
kine to withdraw her subsidy. Max Lerner wrote in 1941, "It is the 
Bourne who wrote ’The War and the Intellectuals* and the other essays in 
the Sever[ Arts group, and the 'Unfinished Fragment on the State,' who 
claims our attention today."8 The opinion endures, and not only because 
Bourne drove a satiric juggernaut over the way in which the liberals 
went to war in 1917. Bourne's attack may be applied with little modifi­
cation to the crusades which liberals have made American wars into ever 
since then,
"A war made directly by the intellectuals.' A calm moral verdict, 
arrived at after a penetrating study of inexorable facts! . . .  An alert 
intellectual class, saving the people in spite of themselves, biding 
their time with Fabian strategy until the nation could be moved into war 
without serious resistance! An Intellectual class, gently guiding a na­
tion through sheer force of ideas . . . [into] a war that will secure 
the triumph of democracy and internationalize the world!"8 Thus began 
Bourne's famous excorciation of liberal thought in "The War and the In­
tellectuals." He asked for an explanation of "this joyful leadership," 
for the gradual shift by American intellectuals to the same position for 
which they had derided the ninety-three German intellectuals in 1914.
Could not the liberals comprehend the irony of their glib affirmations; 
that in their ecstasies they were canonizing the same man who three 
months earlier won the presidential election with the slogan, "He kept
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us out of the war?” Apparently not, because the "strident rant" worked 
up against Germany had spread as a bi-partisan upper-class phenomenon, 
and trickled down to the largely indifferent masses. And the horrible 
result:
The intellectuals . . . have identified themselves 
with the least democratic forces in American life. 
They have assumed the leadership for war of those 
very classes whom the American democracy has been 
immemorially fighting. Only in a world where irony 
was dead could an intellectual class enter war at 
the head of such illiberal coht rts in the avowed 
cause of world-liberalism and world-democracy.
(If ever a few words described America in our last four wars, it was 
this last sentence!) Instead of using their energies to clear "the 
public mind of the cant of war" or instigating "a great wave of educa­
tion," the intellectuals had stoked their moral furnace to incandescent 
heat. If they had made truly democratic efforts, "they might have 
failed. The point is that they scarcely tried." Liberals dreaded the 
intellectual suspense which accompanied dissent and even a limited sup­
port for war, and so they made the easy choice to follow America's new 
white knight, ‘*he schoolmaster president." "But if it is a question 
of controlling war, it is difficult to see how the child on the back of 
a mad elephant is to be any more effective in stopping the beast than 
is the child who tries to stop him from the ground."
Bourne*8 was a random, slashing attack without an explicit focus, 
although the references to the New Republic were not subtle. The mes­
sianic fervor generated by Woodrow Wilson's appeal for "democracy" dis­
gusted him, but the quick acquiescence by so many intellectuals was a 
more bitter pill for him to swallow; although the war enthusiasm was
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hardly more than nascent In June 1517. In that same month the Espionage 
Act was passed, and George Creel's Committee on Public Information began 
recruiting thousands of writers and scholars for a propaganda bureau. 
Lippmann joined the Secretary of War's office as an aide, and Weyl spent 
a year in the War Department.
Bourne published scathing anti-war essays in the July, August, 
and September issues of The Seven Arts. Early on he dismissed the idea 
of a League of Nations as a "radiant mirage of idealism . . . for a 
world-order founded on mutual fear." He had called the League idea 
"dangerous and obnoxious," and grew more caustic about it as the summer 
passed. Much of what he wrote expressed this theme: "The war— or Ameri­
can promise, one must choose. One cannot be interested in both.1,1(1 pe 
drifted between disillusion with his idealistic intellectual world and 
hope that an army of intellectual youths might still bring on cultural 
and social revolution. Repeatedly, he warned against a future tainted 
by "an appalling skepticism of youth"; of an American youth who would be 
"in the nation but not of the nation."1* But he had not yet made a de­
cisive break with either his pragmatism or his familiar intellectual 
world.
In these same months, Bourne's Intellectual hero, John Dewey, 
began publishing in the New Republic a series of essays which provided 
an instrumental "justification" for the American war-effort.12 Dewey's 
argument began with the premise that solidarity was necessary in war­
time, both in the military and civilian populations. To that end, he 
believed Americans needed to adjust their moral machinery in the same 
way that an engineer tinkers with his equipment. He was not "specially
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concerned lest liberty of thought and speech seriously suffer among us, 
certainly not in any lasting way. The fight was carried on against so 
much greater odds in the past and still made its way, so that I cannot 
arouse any genuine distress on this score."13 Nor could thought be 
conscripted since history had demonstrated that this was an "inefficient" 
means to promote solidarity. Dewey worried more about how repression 
would effect the freedom of thought of those doing the repressing than 
about those being beaten, run out of town, or jailed. Pacifists deserved 
sympathy but not reverence: "One pities victims. But the fact that
the merely good, the merely conscientious, are the victims in every so­
cial crisis should lead us to inquire whether they are not the victims 
of moral futility."111 The sorts of sensitive young men who declared 
their pacifism suffered largely from "self-conceit." "The remedy is to 
connect conscience with the forces that are moving in another direction. 
Then will conscience itself have compulsive power instead of being for­
ever the martyred and coerced."15 Moreover, the war offered an unpre­
cedented chance for creative intelligence to contribute to America’s 
"future national integrity":
Above all we shall have missed the great experi­
ence of discovering the significance of American 
national life by seeing it reflected into a re­
making of the life of the world. And without 
this experience we shall miss the contribution 
which the war has to make to the creation of a 
united American mind.16
Thus spoke the most significant thinker in America. God save America!
Like all the prominent liberals, Dewey could not be content with fighting 
a war for American security, or even for "honor." Over the graves in 
Flanders field, America would erect a new world order. The pragmatic
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mind tingled at the democratic possibilities suddenly made available by 
the war.
It is hardly surprising that Bourne recoiled at the behavior of 
his mentor. But why didn’t anyone else in the liberal camp have the 
courage or, worse, the intelligence to denounce such egregious cant?* 7 
Strange bedfellows, Bourne and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, the leading 
conservative opponent of Wilson’s plan for a League of Nations: it is 
valuable to make'Xhis connection, dubious as it may seem, as a means of 
dispelling the idea that Bourne was a pacifist, and nothing more. In 
"The Collapse of American Strategy," Bourne criticized Wilson for aban­
doning a policy of peace without victory, of limited war, in favor of 
the knockout blow. At several times in his anti-war essays Bourne also 
acknowledged that war was sometimes necessary. He wrongly felt that 
World War I was not such a case, but hJLs qualifying statements have fre­
quently been neglected, especially by his critics. Bourne was not a 
political fantastic, and it may even be argued that he understood the 
nature of politics better than any of his liberal brethren. Only in 
the cultural realm does this charge of "impossibilism" contain some 
truth.
"Twilight of idols," the finest of all Bourne’s essays, opens 
with Bourne evoking William James as a spiritual nemesis to Dewey. If 
James were alive, suggested Bourne, he would never subscribe to the ri­
diculous war-aims of the liberal pragmatists. James would have insisted 
that America wage war "with Insistent care for democratic values at home, 
and unequivocal alliance with democratic elements abroad for a peace that 
should promise more than a mere union of benevolent imperialisms."18
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Dewey's New Republic articles, on the other hand, revealed "the inade­
quacy of his pragmatism as a philosophy of life in this emergency." In 
truth, Dewey'8 thought "breaks down almost noisily when it is used to 
grind out interpretation of the present crisis." Bourne noted ruefully 
Dewey's condescension to pacifists and malcontents who protested that 
the war made a mockery of free speech and thought, the key elements of 
democracy. How, Bourne wondered, did Dewey respond to news that sol­
diers had tried to lynch Max Eastman? For what Dewey ignored or could 
not fathom was that "[it] is not in an arena of creative intelligence 
that our country's mind is now, but of mob-psychology."19
But Dewey's behavior did more than outrage Bourne, who had al­
ways linked his mentor with a better American future:
What I come to is a sense of suddenly being 
left in the lurch, of suddenly feeling that a 
philosophy upon which I had relied to carry us 
through no longer works. I find the contrast 
between the idea creative intelligence has free- 
functioning in war-time, and the facts of the 
inexorable situation, too glaring.20
He clearly retained some respect for Dewey's thought, for he refrained 
from savaging Dewey as he had President Butler of Columbia.21 Instead, 
let instrumentalism limit itself to peace-time and education because 
"where institutions are at all malleable, it is the only clue for im­
provement." It had no place in war because it depended on a "store of 
rationality," a commodity for which Bourne searched vainly in America 
in the summer of 1917.
What dismayed Bourne was the ease with which Dewey and his fol­
lowers moved their philosophical baggage from education to war. "How 
could the pragmatist mind accept war without more violent protest,
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without a greater wrench?" Like Wilson, "the indubitably intellectualized 
president," Dewey used "democracy" as a facile catchword which "remains 
an unanalyzed term, useful as a call to battle, but not an intellectual 
tool, turning up fresh sod for the changing future." To accentuate this 
ambiguity, Bourne asked for which democracy America was fighting, its own 
political democracy or "the social democracy of the new Russia?"
Remember that "Twilight of Idols" appeared in the October 1917 
issue of The Seven Arts, and that little more than a year later American 
troops landed at Archangel in order to destabilize the Bolshevik Revolu­
tion. This is not to endow Bourne with a prophet’s mantle Rather, 
this coincidence throws into relief the uncanny incisiveness of Bourne’s 
thinking. Just as his criticism of Wilsonian policy (or rather, the ab­
sence of it) was borne out with Wilson's failure at Versailles, Bourne’., 
pinpointing the ambiguities in liberal usage of "democracy" was justified 
by the fizzling of American enthusiasm for the Russian "democratic experi­
ment"— and the several thousand American troops making the world safe for 
democracy in Siberia. Bourne never mentions the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk 
in his writings, but this question suggests what his opinion may have 
been: "Which do our rulers fear more, the menace of Imperial Germany,
or the liberating influence of a socialist Russia?"22 One may defer in 
response to the ugly record of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, 
grand inquisitor in the name of the Sedition Act of 1918, and precipi­
tator of America’s first Red Scare. One can only imagine the rhetorical 
lightning bolts that Bourne would have thrown at what transgressed during 
the last year of the enfeebled Wilson's presidency, or what Bourne’s fate 
might have been had he lived. In this light, one understands why Dewey's 
smug remarks about piddling abuses of free speech so infuriated Bourne.
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He was democratic in the purest sense, and recognized that without 
freedom of speech individual rights meant nothing.
That Bourne would have spoken out against the Red Scare seems 
likely for additional reasons. ’'Twilight of Idols" begins to show the 
broader, more political direction in which his thought was moving. In 
the style and language, a harsher, more agile tone begins to supplant 
the polished idealism of "Trans-National America." Notice the difference 
in how he cri icized the celebration of war-technique in young liberals: 
"This burrowing into war-technique hides hhe void where a democratic 
philosophy should be. . , . Similarly the blaze of patriotism on the 
part of the radicals serves the purpose of concealing the feebleness of 
their intellectual light."23 He described the pragmatic liberals’ boast 
"that the war is not only saving the cause of democracy but immensely 
accelerating its progress" as an "intellectual suicide." When he chal­
lenged Walter Lippman and his consorts, he demanded specifics about the 
alleged democratic advances:
Well, what are those gains? How are they to be 
conserved? What do they lead to?. . . . Their 
support of the war throws upon them the respon­
sibility ei showing inch by inch the democratic 
gains, of laying out. a charter of specific hopes.
Otherwise they confess that they are impotent . . . 
or that they are no. genuinely imaginative and of­
fer little hope for future leadership.21’
He reserved hie most acerb remarks for the vaulting ambitions of young 
inerals: "There seems to have been a peculiar congeniality between
the war and these young men, It is as if the war and they had been 
wilting lor each other."
Only when disc issing Dewey singularly did Bourne revert to his
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former style. He acknowledged the indignity of lumping such an eminent 
intellect with "Mr. Spargo, Mr. Gompers, Mr. A. M. Simmons and the Vigi­
lantes," but did not rescind the insult because Dewey had shown equal 
hostility to persons who littered with broken glass his yellow brick 
road to a democratic future. At this point Bourne defers to Van Wyck 
Brooks1 critique of pragmatism. Hence, the higher concentration of 
idealism.
What is the root of this inadequacy that is felt 
so keenly by our restless minds? Van Wyck Brooks 
has pointed searchingly to a lack of poetic vision 
in our pragmatic "awakeners." Is there something 
in these realistic attitudes that works actually 
against poetic vision, against concern for the 
quality of life above the machinery of life? Ap­
parently there is. The war has revealed a younger 
intelligentsia, trained up in the pragmatic dis­
pensation, immensely ready for the executive or­
dering of events, pitifully unprepared for the in­
tellectual interpretation or the idealistic fo­
cusing of ends.2J
In short, middle-class efficiency and uplift had become synonymous with 
instrumentalism. This was the inevitable bastardization of a philo be ;-hy 
which made it easy "to assume that just any growth was Justified and al- 
most any activity valuable so long as it achieved ends."
But with his pen at the philosopher’s throat, Bourne spared Dewey 
a sarcastic execution. Perhaps this indicated that Bourne still respected 
Dewey. But this explanation is superficial. The ending which he chose 
is significant, for instead of ending on an angry note, Bourne restated 
his conception of radicalism. Only the barest touch of idealistic 
na1ve t c remains:
Yet these malcontents have no intention of being 
cultural vandals, only to slay . . . They will have
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a taste for spiritual adventure, and for sinister 
imaginative excursions . . .  A tang, a bitterness, 
an intellectual fibre, a verve, they will look for 
in literature . . . something more mocking, more 
irreverent, they will constantly want. . . . But 
these people will neither go to Europe, nor starve 
submissively. They are too much entangled in the 
possibilities of American life to leave it, and 
they have no desire whatsoever to starve.26
In the 1920*8, the Bourne legends painted him as a romantic fatalist 
whose death signaled the end of the youth movement. This last passage 
can be enlisted as evidence for this characterization. But this, too, 
falls short of a comprehensive explanation of the way Bourne’s thinking 
was involving.
Instead, the Severn Arts essays should be read as Bourne’s dirge 
for the familiar intellectual world, Ills only world, where he had once 
cherished the ’’excitement of friendship” and anticipated an American 
renaissance. His bitter essays were not the unholy utterances of a ro­
mantic misanthrope, as Charles Madison wrote:
In possession of all the intellectual qualifica­
tions for leadership, well on Iris way toward a 
position of power and influence, he deliberately 
rejected the world at a time ol crisis and assumed 
the role of an outcast crying in the wilderness, , 
, . With democratic society in grave danger, lie 
quixotically expounded a pacifist anarchism. It 
might even be argued that the poison of perversity 
had early entered his spirit and embittered his 
life’s experiences . . . For all Ills native gifts, 
he was only a negative and fanatical eccentric.2^
If Bourne was eccentric, so was his whole movement, for he was completely 
a man of his time. And to sneer that Bourne's mind was perverse, sug­
gesting the image of an evil hunchback, is at best an obtuse opinion, 
Every one of Bourne’s friends insisted that he never came to reject or
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hate the world, despite Its rejection of him.''0 Certainly, Madison 
missed the element of self-reproach in these essays. Bourne knew better 
than anyone how he had deluded himself in Youth arid Life about the idea 
of a new intellectual class seizing power by force of their ideas. He 
still cherished the ideal of youth, but avoided being either saccharine 
or melancholy about the failure of Idealism. He deserves sympathy as 
well as admiration for his Seven Arts essays. How horrible it must have 
been for him to denounce his friends, all intellectuals, without whom, 
he had once written, he felt barely alive.
He did not opt for the garret and had no intention of remaining 
a recluse, as his final intellectual efforts clearly show. Just as 
courage and devotion to his moral principles led to the publication of 
his anti-war essays, he continued his quest to improve American life. 
When he finally accepted the frailty of his idealism, he turned to po­
litical theory as a means of reinforcing his idealism. He sought a 
deeper, more realistic understanding of the forces that confronted him.
He was not an outcast crying in the wilderness, but a man enduring the 
pain of failure and redoubling his efforts to realize hie dreams. Max 
Lerner was justified in calling Bourne "one of the men of moral and in- 
te 11 ec. t ua 1 statu re of on r cen tury. "A <J
An Australian historian, Raul Bourke, summarized nicely Brooks' 
involvement: in the war debate: "One of the minor chapters of American
intellectual history during the war might be entitled, 'The Relevance of 
Van Wyck Brooks.'"00 Brooks supported the war and apparently broke 
with The Seven Arts because of its editorial policy, but he never made 
public his views in writing. Not until 1962 did he reveal his feelings
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about how the war related to his movement. It is not without irony that 
this passage appeared in a nostalgic biographical essay about Randolph 
bourne:
Nor could I share the feeling of our editor-in- 
chief James Oppenheim or of my friend Randolph 
bourne. I could not see why a magazine of art 
should destroy itself by opposing the war, and, 
for the rest, 1 asked myself what: would have be­
come of us if Germany had dominated Europe? If 
it had not been for wars, we should have never had 
a country.'**
Granted, his realistic vLew of American wars makes a good deal of sense. 
After all, countries often must: fight: for their Interests, but, one 
can only conclude that brooks’ view of art and life contained some 
disturbing incongruities. A belief that America lacked a vital national 
literature had originall v  motivated brooks to write, and he repeatedly 
insisted that a nation’s literature, whether good or bad, reflected the 
quality of national life. Time after time, he, proclaimed that great art 
yields truths and insights, often unflattering, about a people, lie urged 
aspiring writers to study relentlessly their people, and offered himself 
as an example of a new literary leadership for America, but he could not 
see why a war should intrude on lus aspirations and his art, or how it 
affected Americans.
Surely, brooks was not a stupid man. What happened to his insight 
and objectivity in 1917 when American began to sing ver.se after verse of 
Yankee Doodle? How could his vaunted sensitivity not react to the way 
war stamped itself on the national consciousness; how enthusiasm lor the 
war influenced the way Americans behaved? Didn’t he realize that a war 
which conscripted and killed young Americans had to affect the national
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life? Or, for that matter, that the philistinism and megalomania in 
America which he blamed on business was exacerbated when America entered 
the fight? It was his right to support the war, but his comment, even 
though he wrote forty-five years later, nearly destroys one’s admiration 
for Brooks' thinking. He expounded a view of art and life, if one takes 
his definitions seriously, that demanded of the artist a spiritual immer­
sion in society. It is incomprehensible that he could divorce his art 
from a war that dominated American life in those years.
In probing Brooks' writings for tendencies which produced this 
attitude, one comes inevitably to the tragic flaw In his intellectual 
make-upi his romantic idealization of art came to stifle his critical 
and analytical facilities. No matter how often he claimed to eschew a 
preoccupation with aesthetics, Brooks never overcame the mindset that 
crystalized during his years at Harvard.
Mr. Brooks is a part of the tradition he repudi­
ates; he cannot quite escape being somewhat academic 
in his attacks on academicism. . . . Mr. Brooks has 
to fight the battle with himself almost every time 
he writes. . . . This faint aura of old-fashioned 
gentility . . . really springs from a sort of asceti­
cism, expressing itself in reiterative preoccupation 
with the claims of the creative life. ^
Although he eventually abandoned the European past and the American 
present in favor of the American nineteenth century, his conception of 
aesthetics and art as ends in themselves never changed. This, in 
combination with his fixation on being a sage like John Butler Yeats, 
distorted his perception of reality, and perhaps also soured him on the 
present.
In April 1918, he published in The Dial an essay entitled "On
62
Creating a Usable Past." It issued a kind of de facto rejection of his
movement:
The present is a void, and the American thinker 
floats in that void because the past that survives 
in the common mind of the present is a past with­
out living value. But is this the only possible 
past? If we need another past so badly, is it in­
conceivable that we might discover one, that we 
might invent one? Discover, invent a usable past 
we certainly can, and that is what the vital criti­
cism always does.3 3
He wrote without irony! , (But impatience had always been a salient 
feature in Brooks and his generation.) Given his * arlier assertion that 
the younger generation needed to forge its own tradition, to make a 
legacy for its heirs, this statement contends, in effect, that his gen­
eration had failed. This essay substantially ended his association 
with the Young Intellectuals. He ceased trying to catalyze an American 
renaissance, and thereafter concentrated on the past. His next two 
books, The Ordeal of Mark Twain (1920) and The Pilgrimage of Henry James 
(1925), continued to disparage America’s literary giants. But these 
were little more than long critical footnotes to his earlier essays.31’
In both books, he attempted to apply the thesis of America’s Coming-of- 
Age which claimed that the talented American artist will always fail 
because of the way American society Is: if he lives within it, the
vulgarity will destroy him; but if he leaves America or disassociates 
himself from the mainstream, he will produce bizarre, phantasmal reflec­
tions of American life. Brooks abandoned critical writing after that, 
After a nervous breakdown incapacitated him from 1929 to 1931, 
his career as a famous author began with the publication in 1932 of 
The Life of Emerson. This book established the method he would employ
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during the next thirty years. Between 1925 and 1932 he had fallen "in 
love" with the American past which had once been a void for aim, and he 
regarded his earlier works as little more than sophomoric defamations:
"I had scarcely read ’Our Poets1 of whom I wrote, in America’s Coming-of- 
Age, so cavalierly."35 Beginning with The Life of Emerson, he "delib­
erately tried to rewrite the story of American letters in values known 
only to the twentieth century."3G Through the use of anecdotes and quo­
tations alone, Brooks attempted to create a usable past by evoking the 
personalities and writings of America’s dead literary men, great and 
small. Rend Welleck accused him of having no aesthetic knowledge whatso­
ever and contradictory ideas of what a national literature should be, a 
charge which Brooks1 detractors have often repeated.
Oblivious to criticism, he published his five-volume Makers and 
Finders, three autobiographical books, and many more masterly works of 
storytelling. One cannot avoid feeling both sadness and a slight derision 
in observing that Brooks* later writings bore a noticeable resemblance to 
the baccalaureate sermons which he had denounced In his critical writings. 
As his friend Malcolm Cowley wrote in a hagiographic introduction to 
Brooks’ Autobiography, "It becomes clear in retrospect that Brooks was 
trying to lead a sage’s life."37 Another admirer, Bernard Smith, la­
mented the end of Brooks’ critical phase but accepted as harmless his 
efforts to create a usable past. So they were. Little more need be 
said of Brooks. He had once commanded the attention of his peers, and 
exerted a salutary influence on writers. Harold Stearns, Paul Rosenfeld, 
Malcolm Cowley, and others acknowledged a debt to him. If he became 
almost a caricature of the genteel American man of letters who he de­
spised in his youth, at least he was happy living In his usable past.
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Randolph Bourne died of pneumonia on December 22, 1918. His 
Seven Arts essays had made him persona non grata in the magazine world, 
and after The Seven Arts collapsed, other magazines would not print 
his work. One editor even refused a book review that had nothing to do 
with the war. Rumors that he died in poverty circulated widely after 
his death. Actually, Bourne still had money in two banking accounts, 
and it was left to help pay for the education of his nieces and nephews. 
Bourne also left the autobiographical essay, MA History of a Literary 
Radical,” a chapter of a novel, and a long fragment on "The State."
The latter has been characterized as his first prolonged foray 
into "political theory." In the Seven Arts essays, Bourne had vented 
his exasperation and fury at the manner in which American liberals went 
to war. But he had not explained why this had happened. This fragment 
attempts to explain how in wartime the State uses all its awesome power 
to both seduce and coerce citizens into supporting the State. Bourne 
was not cynical enough to blame human nature alone for the ultra­
chauvinism and moral narcissism that war enthusiasm had produced. He 
retained his faith in human potential for improvement. Instead, he 
saw the enemy as the State, which could only perform its ideal function, 
the focusing of power on a specific end, in an emergency like war.
Wart brings the ideal of the State out into 
very clear relief, and reveals attitudes and ten­
dencies that were hidden. In times of peace the 
sense of the State flags in a republic that is not 
militarized. For war is essentially the health of 
the State, The ideal of the State is that within 
its territory its power and influence should be 
universal.38
The shock of war brings the State into its own. It seduces reactionaries 
with appeals to a national honor muddied by intolerable insults, and
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wins over liberals with the carrot of fine moral purposes to be achieved 
in victory. Protests are futile because "the State becomes . . . the 
inexorable arbiter and determinant of men's businesses and attitudes and 
opinions." The latent herd instinct in humans becomes omnipresent in 
war. Public opinion unifies, and "'loyalty,' or rather war orthodoxy, 
becomes the sole test for all professions, techniques, occupations. 
Particularly is this true in the sphere of the intellectual life,"39
In other words, the State at war fills the void where individual 
personality ought to be. "The individual as social being in war seems 
to have achieved almost his apotheosis." None of this happens in an 
unmilitarized State where no grand sense of purpose eclipses the normal 
frustrations and failures in life that deflate human conceits. This 
is especially true of the "significant: classes," who identify most with 
the ascendency of power and victory as the sole objectives in life.
Bourne presents a non-Marxian class analysis of the state in wartime, 
in which he says, in effect, "that war is an integral part of the Western 
system of dynamic states, including the capital istic democracies. "4-°
War becomes almost a sport between the hunters and 
the hunted. The pursuit of enemies within outweighs 
in psychic attractiveness the assault on the ene­
my. . . . A  white terrorism is carried on by the 
Government against pacifists, socialists, enemy 
aliens . ♦ . War, which should be the health of 
the State, unifies all the bourgeois elements and 
che common people, and outlaws the rest:.1'1
Peoples do not wage wars, although "war can almost be called an upper 
class sport," Not since barbarian times had peoples waged wars against 
each other. In the modern world of state systems, wars "cannot occur
except in a system of competing states, which have relations with each
66
other through the channels of diplomacy.”
Nations organized for internal administration, 
nations organized as a federation of free com­
munities, nations organized in any way except 
that of a political centralization of a dynasty, 
could not possibly . , . muster the concentrated 
force to make war effective , , . there could 
not be that terrible war en masse of the national 
State, that exploitation of the nation in the 
interests of the State, that abuse of the national 
life and resource in the frenzied mutual suicide, 
which is modern war.^ °-
Power for power's sake, the herd instinct, rape of the Intellectual life, 
exploitation of common people by the ruling classes, war as the health 
of the State: Bourne’s argument jumps unpredicta M y  I rom heme to theme,
going in no discernable direction, and having no apparent end except to 
reject the principle of the State.1’3
Lerner and Filler, who wrote in 1941 and 194J respectively, pre­
dictably praised this fragment as Bourne's anticipation of the rise of 
totalitarianism. Both men concluded, though, that Bourne’s suggested 
rejection of the State was unconscionable if It meant allowing Nazism to 
destroy the free world. In Bourne’s defense, they also proclaimed that 
he surely would have sided with democracy against Nazism. And Bourne’s 
old friend, Joseph Ward Sw ;ln said, ”1 suppose it never occurred to him 
that Giovanezze (Youth) could be fascist. A recent scholar asserts 
that ’’The State" should be read "as a sustained polemic against political 
involvement of any kind,"'’5 The fact is, one could argue indefinitely 
over exactly what Bourne had in mind. For what Bourne left: in writing 
clearly shows that he had not arrived at any conclusions other than the 
obvious one: the modern State has the power to harness all the evils of
industrial societies and of men, in the service of war. Certain passages
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argue this brilliantly, but Bourne had in no way integrated his theses 
intv> a coherent treatise. He infused his rambling discourse with too 
much emotion for it to succeed as political theory. Bourne's experience 
colored too luridly his thinking. He was not Thorstein Veblen, although 
he had the potential to reach Veblen's plane:.
Rather, one might take an overview and consider "The State" as a 
kind of corollary to his Seven Arts essays. In other words, consider 
Bourne’s essays as a witness, albeit highly biased, to liberal thinking 
in what was arguably the formative American wartime ideological experi­
ence in this century. Bourne witnessed the crystallization of the great 
liberal conceit that wars are not fought just in defense of American 
welfare and interests, but also to beat the enemy in order to remake him 
in the American image. Woodrow Wilson's messianic rhetoric coaxed 
Americans to flex their moral muscles to an immoral world for the first 
time in the century. In the first seventeen years of the century, Ameri­
cans had been content to savor privately their moral superiority. The 
glowing example of American life had been sufficient to pacify the moral 
Lust: in America. No more, after Woodrow Wilson convinced Americans that 
the Hun had insulted America and threatened the national morality. Those 
were fighting words. Wilson, Dewey, the New Republic, all the American 
liberals, s;.d some conservatives, salivated at the thought of scrubbing 
behind the ears of all those dirty Europeans.
Bourne had directed his initial fury over American entry at in­
tellectuals. It had culminated in "Twilight of Idols." "The State" 
shows that he could not bring himself to stick with such a heavy indict­
ment of Americans, for Bourne never relinquished his idealistic hopes 
for the American people. Instead, he affixed blame on the more vast and
68
menacing spectre of the State ideal which negated the role of individual 
human will— his cherished Jamesian will. Instead, Bourne offered his 
own version of determinism: war is the health of the state. His faith
in America was such that he could arrive at a worldview in ‘"The State" 
which was diametrically opposed to his pragmatism of two years earlier. 
Perhaps he could not see the irony, engrossed as he was in trying to 
vindicate liberalism.
The hindsight given by three later American wars reveals that 
Bourne1s first target was the proper one: war has not been the health
of the state but the health of the liberals. The depressing truth is 
that Americans don’t fight unless they believe victory will both make 
the world safe for democracy and herald a rebuilding of the world in the 
American image. This last hope has been the special charge of liberals 
who somehow have perceived war as a glorious opportunity to succeed 
abroad where they have failed at home. And World War I was the arche­
typal example of this.
Consider again what Bourne wrote in the Seven Arts essays. He 
demanded an explanation for "this joyful leadership" by intellectuals.
Why, he wondered, hadn’t they tried to clear "the public mind of the 
cant of war" or instigated "a great wave of education." Why did the 
liberals abandon their avowed causes, education and reform, just when 
the country needed the liberating influence to keep it out of war?
Bourne attributed their war enthusiasm to a dread of intellectual suspense. 
Later, he blamed the State. The fact Is that by 1917 neither the rhe­
toric of the Young Intellectuals nor the Progressive movement had funda­
mentally changed Americans* attitudes, which was apparent to but not 
admitted by Dewey, Croly, and other leading liberals. Philistinism and
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business still prevailed in America. Somehow these people convinced them­
selves that making the world safe for democracy would become "the great 
experience of discovering the significance of American national life by 
seeing it reflected into a remaking of the life of the world." This, 
predicted Dewey, would lead "to the creation of a unified American mind" 
~ a  liberalized American mind which would end forever the rule of conser­
vatism. The war would do for liberalism what the liberals had failed to 
do. This is the truth about the war and the intellectuals.
For a while in 1917 Bourne seemed on the verge of realizing this, 
but ha never had sufficient control of his idealism to make this last 
intellectual leap. Nevertheless, he still went farther than anyone else 
in his time. If what he wrote has any additional significance today, it 
is as a warning that wars should only be fought in order to protect 
American interests (a dangerous term), and nothing more. If liberalism 
In America fosters any hope of realizing its goal of unseating conserva­
tism, it must concentrate its efforts on America and abandon the futile 
task of projecting the American image in places where it is not wanted.
And most of all, liberalism must avoid entering "war at the head of
such illiberal cohorts in the avowed cause of world-liberalism and world-
democracy."
For all its claims, the Young Intellectual movement did not cata­
lyze a renaissance in America. Their rebellion existed primarily in 
the realm of feeling: it always had more emotional than substantive
form, For the most part, it remained an insular movement, which was 
both its great strength and fatal flaw. The Young Intellectuals contri­
buted to the demise of the cultural consensus, but in no way did they
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destroy the prevailing beliefs about morality, progress, and culture. 
Most Americans probably never heard of the Rebellion, and would not 
have cared about it if they did. The movement was important because it 
contributed a legacy of emblematic personalities. Men like Bourne and 
Brooks, for all their flaws, injected color and change into the concept 
of individuality in America, which ought to assure them a well-deserved 
place in this country’s intellectual and cultural history.
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